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ABSTRACT
This dissertation is about the increasing technologization of domestic spaces and
the implications for human-technology sociality that are „built-into‟ ICT-enabled
domestic spaces and technologies. Its central focus is the socio-cultural
development of the networked home in terms of convergences of and between
humans and technologies throughout the twentieth century. The dissertation
considers electricity, automobility, and the informationalization of domestic
spaces as necessary conditions for the emergence of the contemporary
networked home. Acknowledging the broader context of changes in capitalism,
the dissertation focuses upon sociotechnical change represented within ordinary
and popular visions of domestic spaces that circulated in the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries. To this end, it traces the long history of the networked
home between 1906 and 2006 in two mass circulation magazines (and in
appliance and home industry research materials between 1993 and 2008), and
analyzes the advertisements, advice columns, and research reports contained
therein. A framework drawn from social studies of technology, theories of the
network society, and of consumption is used to address several broad questions:
What are the implications of the scripted, built-in, and assumed characteristics of
the relationships between humans and technologies in domestic spaces? What
do these mean for the ways in which domestic spaces are configured? What
lessons for the future of sociality between and among humans and technologies
in and around domestic spaces might be taken from prior configurations? The
hybrid sociality that is created by combinations of ICTs, domestic spaces and
appliances, and human users relies upon „built-in‟ scripts to function, layers of
i

which – including the competences, skill sets, and preferred uses – become
sedimented

and

help

to

facilitate

the introduction,

normalization,

and

domestication of novel technologies. By understanding how these built-in scripts
have worked in technologized homes since 1906, this dissertation is an important
step toward a sociological account of the next emerging trend in domestic
technologies: those concerned with environmental sustainability.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Consider a house, and a street, for example. The house has six
storeys and an air of stability about it. One might almost see it as
the epitome of immovability, with its concrete and its stark, cold and
rigid outlines. […] Now, a critical analysis would doubtless destroy
the appearance of solidity of this house, stripping it, as it were, of its
concrete slabs and its thin, non-load-bearing walls, which are really
glorified screens, and uncovering a very different picture. […] Our
house would emerge as permeated from every direction by streams
of energy which run in and out of it by every imaginable route:
water, gas, electricity, telephone lines, radio and television signals,
and so on. Its image of immobility would then be replaced by an
image of a complex of mobilities, a nexus of in and out conduits
(Lefebvre, 1991: 92-93).
In the late years of the twentieth century and the very early ones of the
twenty-first, Internet-enabled appliances were figured in popular culture as
alternative sites to do „traditional‟ computer-assisted communication tasks. It
became possible to check one‟s email on the fridge door. Supermarket chains
speculated about using in-fridge barcode readers to monitor food levels and
automate grocery acquisition. Information and communication technologies
(ICTs) also began to infiltrate other household technologies such as toilets,
windows and kitchen surfaces. This ubiquitous domestic Internet was frequently
found in „smart homes‟, such as the AwareHome at Georgia Tech or Living
Tomorrow‟s Home of the Future in Belgium, often toward the goal of assisting
older people and those who require more responsive, anticipatory, or transparent
homes to live independently. Inter-device communication in these homes allowed
content to be shared between appliances, such as the fridge that allowed the
user to identify items (red wine, TV dinners) to be included on a shopping list and
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then to send the item to the television, which played a film explaining the product.
These visions of the networked home, novel but with a purpose, dominated
mainstream popular thinking about future living spaces. What has happened in
the last four to six years, however, is that this computing and communication
capability has become built-in to domestic spaces to the point that they are no
longer explicitly mentioned. Mobile telecommunications and the proliferation of
wireless Internet connectivity have added to the wired, screened, and otherwise
visibly embedded computer (as the latest conduit or hub of networked life) in
domestic spaces, to the point that images of the home network produced by the
home and building automation industry now include a wireless router as a matter
of course. This rapid shift is not as transparent or straight-forward as it might
seem at first glance, however, and some account must be made of the ways in
which domestic spaces have always been networked. The historical context into
which new technologies in domestic spaces fit must also be taken account of,
especially as it concerns the relationship between „home‟ and the world beyond
it.
All of these different instances of the networked home have in common
the combination of „traditional‟ domestic appliances and ICTs. Such domestic
spaces are frequently examined in popular, academic, and industry literature in
terms of privacy, security, or entertainment. What has been largely overlooked,
however, is the degree to which networked homes, such as that created by
Living Tomorrow, represented a significant shift in the extent to which domestic
spaces were increasingly integrated into technological everyday life beyond their
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front doors. Hints of this relationship between the home and the Internet, for
example, were visible in the electronic grocery list that connected up to a grocer,
or the toothbrush that emailed the user‟s vital signs to the user‟s doctor for
monitoring. These combinations, seen in visions of the networked home that
circulated in the popular imaginary in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, prompt the questions that guide this research: What are the
implications of the scripted, built-in, and assumed characteristics of the
relationships between humans and technologies in domestic spaces? What
expectations do these create for day-to-day sociality between and among
humans and technologies in and around the home, and to what extent are these
expectations subject to change over time (and what are the motive forces for
change)? In short, how did the networked home of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century come to be?1
How might these questions be approached? One way is by situating the
„networked home‟ culturally within longer term visions of the „ideal home‟ that
have circulated in the popular imagination since the beginning of the twentieth
century. These have always included technologies, and were seen to promise
easier lives for those who did the work required to keep the household running.
Domestic technologies were and are figured as preserving and facilitating a
comfortable home life (though what this means has been subject to change –
see, for example, Shove 2003; Hayden 1989). Technologies of various kinds,

1

Domestic spaces have become informationalized in much more subtle and less visible ways –
including the proliferation of mobile ICTs such as the iPhone – since the research undertaken for
this dissertation was concluded. The central concern here is with the vision(s) of the network
home that were present in popular, academic, and industry literature in the 1906-2008 period.
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particularly those ICTs that have converged with domestic appliances, also
combine with human users to form a sociality that is, necessarily, hybrid (Urry
2000). Such sociality relies upon „built-in‟ scripts (Akrich 1992) to function, layers
of which – including the competences, skill sets, and assumptions about use –
become sedimented and help to facilitate the introduction, normalization, and
domestication of novel technologies. This thesis is about how these instances of
convergence and sedimented layers of sociotechnologies can be understood as
forerunners to turn-of-the-century incarnations of the networked home.
Broadly, then, this thesis analyzes technology and social change in
domestic spaces. It focuses upon the (presumed) changes in social routines that
are visible in the ways in which domestic technologies and spaces are
simultaneously figured and constructed in popular sources. A key aspect of this
is the different ways in which things, people, and systems within and beyond the
home are configured – instances of convergence, in other words.2 I argue
throughout the thesis that these instances of convergence are made possible by
sociotechnologies that have preceded them, and which form sedimented layers
of assumptions and expectations upon which new technologies are developed
and introduced. These layers form the foundations upon which new technologies
are introduced because they rely upon the existence of older established
technologies; the new technology assumes or takes for granted the presence of
the older technologies, as in the case of domestic appliances in the early
2

I use „convergence‟ in a relatively specific way to address human-technology interaction in
particular. While „technology‟ includes non-tangible systems and networks, it does not extend, in
this dissertation, to examinations of broad, primarily extra-domestic phenomena such as
economic or political systems. Where these are important to consider for the argument at hand,
they are noted, but are not critiqued or challenged here.
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twentieth century assuming the presence of electricity or Internet connections
assuming the presence of computers. These assumptions help to form the basis
of the relationships between and among human users and technologies in and
around domestic spaces.
„Home‟ as a node in broader contemporary extra-domestic networks such
as, for example, those implicated in Internet and mobile telephony has been
under-examined. What „home‟ means changes as connections to these networks
proliferate and as boundaries between home spaces and times and those that
are associated with other social spheres blur. I focus on the relationship between
home and work because domestic technologies, especially large white goods
(kitchen appliances) have been treated as tools for the work associated with
homemaking and social reproduction, until relatively recently the virtually
exclusive province of women.

The historical precedents for the home to be

considered part of external networks are demonstrated in advertising, for
example, which also demonstrates a related concern: that technologies of
various kinds (and their attendant skill sets, assumptions about what the world is
like, and how the technologies will be used) have built-in certain expectations
about what (in this case, middle-class North American) life should be like, and
these are revealing themselves to be unsustainable in many ways. This thesis is
concerned with, and finds its sociological significance in, the connection between
the home and the world of work in the age of network sociality.
It is interesting to note that, even as more – and more sophisticated –
technologies were loaded into domestic spaces throughout the twentieth century,

5

the kinds of work done to maintain a home and its inhabitants have not changed
in any substantial way since the beginning of the period examined here. Cooking,
cleaning, entertainment, and communication are all still carried out in home
environments. What has changed is how that work is being done and by whom or
what; in other words, there continues to be a redistribution of skills through
networks of social actors.3 A central argument of this thesis is that in order to
create domestic space there must be a whole range of people and things
involved (including users, ICTs, domestic technologies and combinations
thereof), as in, for example, articles in the early issues of Good Housekeeping
which encouraged householders to make good use of new technologies such as
electricity.
The arguments I make in the chapters that follow are closely aligned with
authors working in the area of networked spaces and sociality, particularly who
focus on the home, such as Dodge and Kitchin (2009). I draw upon and situate
my empirical work within three main themes in this literature. First, I argue that
technologies enter domestic spaces gradually and often subtly, building on the
presence of technologies that are already assumed to be present. The processes
associated with this movement of technology into the home – normalization and
domestication – are developed throughout the dissertation. Each of the
technologies discussed in the chapters below has gone through similar
processes of introduction, normalization, and domestication on its way to

3

Forty (1986), Cowan (1983), and Strasser (2002), among others, have chronicled the ways in
which technologies have impacted upon (or not) the labour performed in the home. Bittman, Rice
and Wajcman‟s (2004) research explicitly addresses the impact of appliance ownership on
amount of time spent on (unpaid) housework in Australia.
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becoming invisible, expected, and most of all, more or less ubiquitous in
domestic life in the relatively affluent global West.4
Second, I argue that the documentary evidence produced by advertisers
and manufacturers of domestic technologies and the social theory that has
considered the role of technology in day-to-day social life in the context of North
American and Western and Northern Europe is an important avenue through
which the relationships between technologies, users, and (home) spaces might
be accessed, and is one that can shed particular light on the co-evolution of
technology and expectation. Both kinds of evidence have contributed layers of
meaning and material to contemporary understandings of human-technology
interaction in everyday life, which is characterized by increasing involvement in
networks created, facilitated, and mediated by information and communication
technologies (ICTs) such as wireless and ubiquitous Internet connectivity and
mobile telephony. As is explained in chapter two, this is far from being a linear
process, and is by no means an argument based on (technological) determinism.
Instead, I argue that these layers of sedimented meaning and material –
including the various scripts (Akrich 1992), sets of knowledge and skills, and
similar intangibles – form the foundations upon which new technologies are
introduced, because they rely on users‟ knowledge of older, previously
introduced, technologies, familiar routines, and social philosophies (Robins and

4

The corollary to being successfully adopted is to be unsuccessful and largely forgotten by all but
historians (and, evidently, sociologists) of domestic technology. Examples of these kinds of
technologies, such as the fireless cooker, are discussed where relevant below.
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Webster 1997)5 to „configure the user‟ (Woolgar 1997). What does this look like?
Refrigerators, as an example, are necessary only if users understand and accept
the need for food preservation, a concept introduced with hygiene and
cleanliness rhetoric in the late nineteenth century (Forty 1986), while mobile
phones require knowledge of how a conventional phone operates and why it is
useful (amongst other social necessities like non-co-present others with whom
one would like to speak) to be successfully adopted into everyday use.
Finally, I also argue that, in some instances, it is not necessarily the case
that each new piece of technology is adopted into the home individually but
rather that novel functionality is added to an already accepted technology‟s
newer models6 and so slips into familiar environments almost without being
noticed. This process helps to normalize new technologies and new
combinations of technologies, rendering them „safe‟ and easier to accept, while
simultaneously playing on the „indispensable‟ character of the taken-for-granted
technology. What does this mean? As each of these devices (and the processes
and systems that accompany their proliferation) became normalized, new
innovations are built upon the presence of these older, accepted and understood
devices, systems and processes. Advertising helps to negotiate novelty as a
„middle ground‟ (Silverstone and Haddon 1996; see also Ewen 1976, 1988, Ewen
5

Robins and Webster (1997) use „social philosophy‟ to explain the influence of Taylorism and
Scientific Management on life outside the factories in which they were originally intended to be
used, which frequently resulted in various forms of social control and new forms of ideology that
penetrated the popular consciousness. I use the term throughout this dissertation in a spirit akin
to Robins and Webster‟s use of it to indicate a kind of workplace process, system, or idea that
was introduced to the home environment.
6
Such as mobile phones, for example, that have „expanded‟ to include Internet connectivity, mp3
players, and camera functionality in addition to the more mundane telephone, address book, and
alarm clock functions that have been standard features of mobile phone configurations since
early in their history.
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and Ewen 1982) between the profit-motives of manufacturers and consumer
demand for the new by „educating‟ the buying public about the uses of new
technologies. This too has helped to normalize new technologies to make them
fit for mass consumption.

Convergence: Technology, Space, Expectations

Each of these arguments and the dissertation more generally is about
convergence. At the outset it should be recognized that „convergence‟ is a
contested term. I argue throughout that convergence is a result of complicated
and interconnected relationships between technologies, users, established ways
of doing things, communications and other utilities systems, which combine in
different ways throughout the twentieth century to produce sedimented layers of
sociotechnologies, which are at once technical, social, economic, and cultural.
The term is used in social and cultural analysis in a number of ways. Jenkins
(2006), for example, focuses on media convergence in particular, implying both
technical and cultural processes of convergence. Contemporary social theory
concerned with technology and spatiality also makes use of the term, usually in
the context of work on complexity (e.g. Thrift 2005; Urry 2007), or in terms of the
relationship between technological innovations and user practices (e.g. Wajcman
and Haddon 2005). Others (e.g. Mosco 2009) take a more critical approach to
the idea, noting that the political economic conditions of the industry in which a
convergent technology is produced must also be taken into consideration.

9

Divergences, such as occurs where innovation forces previously unified
technologies apart (as happened with the shift from wood stoves prior to the
beginning of the period examined here – see chapter four below for a more in
depth discussion) must also be taken account of as the corollary of convergence.
In aiming to develop a comprehensive account of convergence I also draw upon
several other ways in which „convergence‟ is used in social theory; each is
examined below.
First, technological convergence is the most obvious and, in a way,
commonsensical use of the term. The movement of technologies of different
kinds into the same physical object, as in clock-radios, camera-phones, or
Internet-enabled appliances is what I mean by technological convergence.
Second, sometimes as a result of the first, convergence of function enables
users to do different things with the same tool. 3G mobile phones are perhaps
the best example of the convergence of function: they allow texting, phone calls,
Internet use, GPS tracking and mapping, games/entertainment, and camera
capabilities – amongst other functions. The presence of (and user competence
with) GPS and Internet tools allow 3G mobile phones to be used for some tasks
that are quite different than the tasks allowed by a mobile phone only a few years
(or months) old – the difference in mobile phones before and after the
introduction of the Blackberry and later the iPhone are good examples (see, for
example, “Mobile Phones,” 2009). Thus, contrary to the idea that specialized
tools or „information appliances‟ (Norman 1998) will proliferate, it appears that the
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general direction is toward technical and functional convergence into small,
portable, network-connected devices.
Convergence of content is also an important trend examined in this thesis,
and is most like Jenkins‟ (2006) use of the word. In other ways it speaks to the
availability of mass media products, for example, across platforms (television,
Internet, newspapers, etc.) or the Living Tomorrow home‟s ability to link grocery
products and media content, and to the accessibility of personalized functions
such as „security‟. Covell calls this „digital convergence‟, and explains it as “the
merging of [...] improved computing capabilities, new digital multimedia
technologies and content and new digital communications technologies. This
combined

computing

power

and

functionality,

digital

networked

interconnectedness, and multimedia capability enables new forms of human
interaction, collaboration, and information sharing” (2000: 14). This is somewhat
different than moments of technological convergence that rely on instances of
objects coming together in a new way, as is the case with the clock-radio or the
Internet refrigerator. In these instances, the communication-enabled function (the
radio, the Internet) „disappears‟ or is hidden within a familiar housing (the alarm
clock, the fridge).7 In Covell‟s definition, there is as much an emphasis on the
coming together of content as there is of combinations of technologies. To this
emphasis on technologies I would add, consistent with a definition of technology
that includes human as much as non-human components, that moments of
convergence may also occur where particular combinations of human actors, skill

7

„Disappearing‟ communication technologies may also be enveloped into large white goods. See
chapters six and seven below.
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sets, objects, and social expectations come together and are congealed in some
sort of sociotechnical system, as is the case with households that require a staff
to function.8
In heuristically „technical‟ terms, Covell may be correct in his assertion that
“the digital difference lies principally in the use of a universal model for
representing all forms of information. Virtually anything that can be represented
using light and sound waves can be represented as digital data” (2000: 58). In
part, this is what makes current incarnations of the networked home feasible: a
standardized platform on which different relationships between people and things
within the home can be facilitated. In a broader sense, Zuboff points out that
[t]echnologies that were once relatively distinct now have begun to
converge. The functions once accomplished by typewriters, printing
presses, copying machines, telephones, files, calculators, and mail
sorting systems, are becoming either subsumed within or linked to
the functioning of the comprehensive computer-based network.
Software is more powerful and easier to use. New procedures allow
people to interact with the computer in ways that encourage more
familiarity and immediacy, such as touch-sensitive screens and
voice-activated programs (1988: 418).
What this means for understanding convergence here is that human relationships
are clearly mediated, as they have been historically, by technologies of various
kinds, to the point that these relationships are not possible without the technical
objects and processes; the human and technological parts of this relationship are
both required for sociality to exist (Silverstone and Haddon 1996).

8

See chapter four for an account of the „crisis‟ that occurred when this sort of expectation
became untenable.
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Another trajectory is revealed by the floor plans examined in the following
chapters which, I argue, clearly demonstrate a kind of spatial convergence seen
in the shifting configurations of spaces within the home. How do they do this? In
the Electric Era (chapter four), for example, floor plans in popular magazines
about the domestic environment demonstrated that the small rooms around the
kitchen (butler‟s pantry, scullery) began to be absorbed into the kitchen as
residents of the house, rather than paid help, took on a more active role in
actually running the household. Postwar suburban houses incorporated, to
varying degrees, open-plan main floors in which nearly all spaces were visible
from the kitchen – the true home of the new creation of the advertising industry,
the „housewife‟. Eat-in kitchens, a part of the shift to open-plan living spaces,
became a central feature of middle-class suburban housing during this era as
well. By the late 1970s, the completely open main floor was common as cooking
had become both a leisure activity and entertainment (Gallagher 2006). The
great room, which allowed cooking and dining as well as „living‟ room functions,
meant less formality in living arrangements and entertaining (ibid.; see also
chapter six below). Where space has lately converged with the technical network
associated with wireless Internet connectivity, the portability of computers and
the prevalence of laptops or netbooks over desktops, and the emerging role of
the Internet as a supplier of entertainment as well as communication has meant a
shift in where technologies are used in the home as well; cordless phones and
laptop, netbook, and handheld computers exhibit the same kind of portability
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within the domestic sphere that was highlighted earlier in ads for small kitchen
and cleaning appliances.
Silverstone and Haddon‟s understanding of convergence as having to do
with the processes associated with the domestication of technology while also
acknowledging some of the other forms of convergence noted here is the most
similar to my use of the term:
Once upon a time, the distinct technologies that define the
domestic field – the telephone, television, radio, and the computer –
offered relatively discrete functions and discrete experiences,
respectively communication, reception, and information processing.
These functions and experiences are becoming less distinct and
more integrated and interrelated. Indeed, the implications of this
convergence are far-reaching – at least potentially – not only in the
shift of attention and marketing away from the technologies
themselves to the software, programs, and services that they
deliver, but also in their integration into networks, global as well as
local […]. Households, from this perspective, have long been
convergent in their own technological culture, a convergence that is
[…] both conservative – new technologies and services have to be
adapted in their adoption – and innovative – mostly in the sense
that they are open to new and better ways of doing familiar things
(1996: 66; note omitted).
As is suggested by this passage, the convergence of flexible time, new uses of
space, (mobile) technologies, and workplace policies has also meant a
convergence of the roles played by individuals.9 If a worker is always available to

9

A much different sort of convergence present in the following chapters concerns spaces and the
purposes for which they are used. Home offices, workplace naps (Baxter and Kroll-Smith (2005),
and the carving out of personal space in public through the use of mobile phones, personal music
devices (Bull 2005a), and the like all work to repurpose space in one environment („home‟, „work‟,
„commuter train‟, „airport lounge‟) for tasks more commonly associated with another kind of
space. In a way, this kind of convergence also requires the cooperation of temporal coordination
and time-shifting mechanisms, not in the sense that these must converge but time must become
more flexible in its use for spatial convergence to occur (see Urry 2007; de Souza e Silva 2006).
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her employer or supervisor while at home or on the road, she is also available to
her family and friends in transit or at work. Individuals must be able to shift back
and forth between different roles faster, more completely, and potentially more
frequently than might have been the case even ten or fifteen years ago. 10 Thus, if
the issue of convergence as it has to do with the home is to be adequately
addressed, the various contributing factors implicated here must also be teased
apart: theories of the network society (including issues of time-space
compression {Harvey 1990}), the mobility both assumed and implied in
contemporary everyday life, and, via market-based consumption, the processes
of adoption, domestication, and naturalization that make technologies a part of
everyday life, all of which point to a re-drawing of the boundaries between the
home and the outside world.
In arguing that networks and instances of convergence are increasingly
characteristics of domestic spaces, I aim to contribute to two areas of inquiry in
the sociological literature: first, that networks involving domestic spaces are not
only technical, but instead include both human and non-human components to
create a sociotechnical network, and, second, that domestic spaces need to be
understood as nodes in broader sociotechnical networks that include workspaces
and in-between places, in a more substantial way than they have been
previously: in a way that acknowledges the historical involvement of domestic
spaces in extra-domestic networks.

10

See de Souza e Silva (2006) for an account of the cross-cultural experience of shifting between
roles in hybrid spaces.
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In the first case, the relationship between social philosophies applied to
domestic life and the sedimented layers of technologies and ways of doing things
needs to be more thoroughly explored in order to understand the place of the
domestic in contemporary (in this case, North American) life. By taking a small
part of home life – domestic technologies – and examining its historical
relationship to what lies outside of the home by examining advertising and advice
writing in popular mass-market magazines over a one hundred year period, this
thesis contributes to the work needed to understand the place, so to speak, of
(convergent) domestic technologies in contemporary everyday life by exploring
some of the historical precedents that form the foundations for current
incarnations of the networked home. This is an argument about the relative
continuities and discontinuities of contemporary networked society.
In the second case, I demonstrate that the social philosophies circulating
in contemporary discourses that address human-technology interaction in the
world beyond the home generally (and in the workplace more specifically), also
came to bear on the ways in which humans and non-humans were imagined to
interact in domestic spaces as well, as in the case of scientific management.11
Convergence in this thesis is thus a broad concept, where the convergence of
technical elements implies convergences of socioeconomic, cultural, and
practical ways of doing things. In some very real – if less tangible – ways,
human-technology formations and collaborations also count as convergence, as
do combinations of technologies and other objects, spaces, routines and time
11

Others have argued, though, that leisure activities have been equally important in this respect,
particularly in the case of Internet connectivity, e.g. video games and online discussion boards
(e.g. Thrift 2005).
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regimes that come together to allow for the use of commuting time for work or
home purposes, for example. In chapter three, „myth‟ (as articulated by Barthes
{1972}) is explained to be a key way in which the messages of advertising and
promotional materials of the kind examined here, including the normalization and
naturalization of convergences of various kinds, serve dominant social,
economics, and political interests.

The Chapters

The following chapters each aim to accomplish a specific task toward
understanding the long history of the networked home. The thesis draws upon a
content analysis of

1906-2006 issues of

House Beautiful and Good

Housekeeping plus trade materials from the Continental Automated Building
Association‟s (CABA) Research Library in order to develop an examination of
technology, space and sociality in the domestic sphere grounded in popular and
professional discourse. As is further explained in the next chapter, however, the
dissertation is not about advertising or domestic advice columns as such, but
uses these to illustrate in detail how specific convergences have been articulated
in popular discourse. Similarly, the professional CABA materials are utilized as a
way of seeing what the future is imagined to look like in the research and
development phases of domestic technology production,12 rather than to develop
an argument about the contents of the materials themselves, or about the lived
12

Haddon and Silverstone (1996) identify the importance of the processes associated with design
and production to how technologies are envisioned by both producers and consumers.
Considerations of design are discussed throughout the following chapters.
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reality of readers/consumers. These materials, as popular or ordinary forms of
representation, are one important way to look at articulations of technology and
social change. The dissertation as a whole focuses on images and messages to
examine the kinds of visions being positioned toward readers throughout the
twentieth century, and to determine what these visions of the future look like in
the materials associated with the development of contemporary, not yet
marketed, incarnations of the networked home. It is in these kinds of
documentary materials that dominant social philosophies of the day may be
seen, particularly given the economic interests of both the manufacturers and
advertisers who produce the messages communicated by advertisements.
Chapters two and three outline and develop the theoretical and
methodological framework that I pursue take in chapters four through seven. In
these chapters, I lay out not only the theoretical framework and methodological
direction in which the thesis moves, but I also explain the ways in which ideology,
myth in advertising, and dominant economic interests come together to create
powerful messages that are presented to consumers in the form of print
advertising and industry research materials. This combination also works to script
potential users into specific roles, and to communicate to them what is expected
of them by their peers. The creative and educative roles of advertisers are taken
to be highly significant in creating a social milieu of image and expectation, rather
than as deterministic industries of actual consumption practices (see Lury 1997;
Sassatelli 2007; Smart 2010).
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In chapter four, I argue that electricity is an early twentieth century network
that changed the ways in which household residents and domestic technologies
relate to one another.13 More specifically, this argument is made by exploring the
„servant crisis‟ that occurred simultaneously with the diffusion of electrical
appliances and household tools, the outcome of which indicates the acceptance
of electrical appliances and tools as the means with which to live an appropriate
(middle-class) domestic life by demonstrating the ways in which responsibility
shifts from humans to non-humans. Here, I ask how domestic spaces and
external networks have been associated in the past and how external networks
have become implicated in the organization of domestic spaces. This chapter
follows the argument that electricity might be considered a forerunner to
ubiquitous Internet by illustrating two points: first, that the home has been a node
in broader, extra-domestic technological networks since at least the beginning of
the twentieth century, and second, that the ways in which people and things
within the home cluster or converge around points of access, such as electrical
outlets or Internet hubs, is not novel.
Automobility, discussed in chapter five as the key organizing principle in
the post-World War II and mid-twentieth century period, allows for a kind of
expanded commuter and consumer mobility outside of a home which is
narratively positioned to allow both travel by car to work and travel for homemaking and child-rearing purposes, as well as being physically positioned in such
a way as to require this type of transportation. A significant figure developed here
13

The choice to begin with electricity is a strategic one which has helped to limit the scope of this
research. Other networks, such as those discussed by Cowan (1983), might also have been
examined.
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is the housewife as a product of the marketing and advertising strategies that
rose to prominence after the War.14 She is constructed in ways that result in her
being at the centre of a sociotechnical network (primarily within the home)
because she is herself a sociotechnical entity. The key questions around which
this chapter is organized concern the role played by mobilities in creating the
contemporary networked home: how is the home connected to the outside world
via mobilities of people, things, information, and the like? How does the physical
placement of the post-war suburban home require, in particular, the automobility
of residents? The significance of domestic spaces in configuring users and
relationships between people and things in the home (introduced in chapter two
and illustrated in chapter four) continues here, but is further developed as the
location of the home in visions of post-war America necessitates the use and
possession of an automobile (or two).
Internet connectivity, explored in chapter six, shifts the ways in which
social ties are maintained, the ways in which some forms of household
management are undertaken (online bill payments, for example), and reintroduces the idea of tele-commuting (first introduced toward the end of the Era
of Automobility) as a way of working that might be adopted by the sorts of
workers both presumed and constructed by the magazines to be their „average‟
or „typical‟ reader (or her husband). In this chapter, I ask how processes of
market-based consumption are implicated in creating the contemporary
networked home, especially in the form of „home-building‟ activities. I examine

14

The housewife as a consuming entity had been introduced earlier in the twentieth century. See,
for example, Hayden (1989).
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the roles of both ICTs and teleworkers in simultaneously drawing attention to and
blurring boundaries between home and work. The technical network also recedes
in importance, in this chapter, as other methods of connecting things within the
home, such as branding, emerge. The branding of appliances also makes
individual things difficult to follow as they are enveloped into suites of
technologies. This is a symbolic rather than physical convergence of function.
The consideration of the shift in what is mobile, from physical things in the
Electrical Era to people as well in the Era of Automobility to symbols and
information in the Internet Era, ends, in this dissertation, with the Networked Era
(chapter seven), which re-assembles each of these kinds of mobilities by
reconfiguring or converging the uses of space and time associated with the
domestic environment (as well as other spatio-temporal environments such as
public transit and city spaces). Mobilities of people, of things, and of information,
enabled by wireless Internet and other forms of ICT in the Networked Era, pull
apart the previously fixed and taken-for-granted relationships between certain
spaces or times and certain tasks or roles; mobile telephony, for example,
challenges the boundaries between home and non-home spaces and times by
allowing for household concerns to be addressed no matter where one is or what
time it is. There is, in this era, a sense in which technical networks are invisible
as well as an increasing emphasis on interoperability and wireless connectivity.
Mobile communications technologies that are currently in fairly wide diffusion in
the global West are assumed to be present to an even greater degree in, for
example, CABA‟s vision of the networked home, and this represents a decisive
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shift in the ways that home and work are related, including the ways in which inbetween spaces are used to accomplish tasks related to each sphere.

The

sedimented layers of technology and built in expectations about what the home
should look like reach a point, in this chapter, where the un-sustainability of
(North) American levels of consumption throughout the twentieth century become
clear, a point which is picked up in chapter eight as a direction for further
research into networked domestic spaces.
Throughout the period examined in this dissertation, some specific
conditions for the contemporary networked home are established. These might
be grouped into three broad categories. First, the expectation of the presence of
technologies in domestic spaces suggests that users will be familiar with them,
which also points toward shifts in who or what is responsible for carrying out
household chores. Second, perceptions of „busy-ness‟ or being short on time,
and more to the point, increasingly flexible approaches of users to space and
time (or at least a recognition that spaces and times, such as those involved in
commuting, might be flexibly used) set the stage for, amongst other technologies,
remote control of home spaces and technologies. Closely related to this point is
the increasing number of new household configurations that do not necessarily
include a family-based female main user of domestic technologies. The
proliferation of „non-traditional‟ household formations has not challenged
advertisings‟ suggestion that users require technological help in managing their
households, and that the activities of home-building and home work require
technologies to be „properly‟ carried out; in some cases, these technologies are
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those that are also involved with paid work, such as mobile phones or
laptop/netbook computers, while in other cases suites of technologies such as
kitchen appliances are required. Finally, the increasingly apparent relationship
between the home and the world beyond it was manifested during the twentieth
century in North America in the form of nearly ubiquitous electricity,
telecommunications, and transportation networks, and well as in the forms of
portable communications devices and the beginning steps toward the collapse of
the distinction between home and work spaces.
The establishment of these conditions for the creation of the contemporary
networked home brings with them some unintended consequences that have
implications for the ways in which domestic spaces might develop over the next
century. The ever-expanding size of the „ideal‟ North American home, situated in
the suburbs with a large lawn surrounding it, confronts concerns about
environmentally responsible and sustainable living, as does the proliferation of
technologies that increasingly include built-in obsolescence, which contributes to
growing amounts of (electronic) waste. Similarly, both the ubiquity of information
and communications networks and the flexible use of both time and space point
toward shifts in daily life that cannot be yet recognized but that do have the
potential to radically alter the ways in which North Americans live their day-to-day
lives. The reliance of human users on delegating various tasks to technologies to
properly carry out tasks in the home suggests a sociality that will continue to
include things in greater and greater numbers.
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CHAPTER
TWO:
CONSUMPTION

THEORIZING

NETWORKS,

MOBILITY,

AND

[…] to understand any one thing you
have to learn how it fits into larger
arrays of physical objects, social
sentiments, and ways of being. In the
world of goods, as in worlds of any other
sort, each element is just one
interdependent fragment of a larger
whole.
(Molotch 2003: 1)

This research is situated at the intersection of several bodies of scholarly
literature. Science and technology studies (STS), theories of information and
communication technologies (ICTs), the network society, and consumption all
constitute the overarching framework of the dissertation. The three key
theoretical approaches taken here do separate and specific things. Theories of
the network society provided central explanatory means by which the turn of the
twentieth century networked home might be understood. Work on mobility
provides a subtle foundation upon which the various „connective tissues‟ in the
dissertation rest: electricity, automobility, informationalization of the domestic
sphere, and networked sociality. Finally, because so much of the emphasis in
what follows is on pre-acquisition, theories of consumption work to explain the
processes that lead up to the moment of consumption. Given the dissertation‟s
focus on networks, mobility and consumption, alternative approaches that deal
with ideas of the „leisure society‟ (e.g. Gershuny 2000) or more extensive
considerations of the self-service economy (e.g Gershuny 1978) will not be
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addressed. The aim of this chapter is to situate the substantive concerns of the
thesis within the scholarly literature on networks, mobilities, and consumption
toward the goal of explaining the theoretical framework to be used throughout the
rest of the dissertation.
As the home is integrated into networks made possible by ICTs, subtle but
important changes occur in how it is understood, used, and physically
reproduced; these changes can be described as convergence, discussed at
length in Chapter One above. I argue throughout the dissertation that the
convergence of digital information and communication technologies (ICTs) with
domestic technologies marks the difference between the networked home and
other incarnations of domestic spaces,15 and pull apart the three organizing
concepts – networks, mobility, and consumption – discussed at length in this
chapter to shed light on the presence of instances of convergence – in many
forms – in the home.16 The purpose of this chapter is to explore and explain the

15

Like convergence, ubiquity is a major theme throughout the following chapters, but in a very
subtle way. The ubiquity of technology (as in ubiquitous computing) is part of it, but so too is the
ubiquity of advertising and of the consumption process. In other words, what I mean by ubiquity is
the proliferation and everywhere availability or presence of different component parts of each of
the central organizing concepts of the dissertation as a whole, including the ideals, promises, and
rhetorics that have accompanied them in everyday American life over the past one hundred
years, such as the centrality and importance of the home for various purposes, the home as a site
of consumption work, and „busy-ness‟ or time stress related to changing conditions of work.
16
There are two key reasons why „home‟ is not an organizing concept in this thesis, on the order
of networks, mobilities, and consumption. First, each of those involves some change, some
movement concerning what these mean throughout the twentieth century. „Home‟, on the other
hand, is not contested or questioned. Like „technology‟ and „work‟, „home‟ is both taken for
granted and subject to shifts in meaning that never really change the ways in which it is
perceived. „Home‟, „work‟, and „technology‟ are, then, hollow terms: each refers to some broad
idea of its meaning, but the specific thing to which the term refers shifts and changes without ever
really radically altering. The meaning is thus slippery but the use of the term is stable. In this
thesis, these meanings are not at issue. It is enough that the concepts exist to the extent that they
are referenced in both the popular materials and the social theory. In other words, I begin from a
position that takes for granted that something called „home‟ exists, as do „work‟ and „technology‟.
Determining how and why the meanings of these kinds of concepts change, and what they mean
at any given point in time is best left to another project.
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nuances and differences in theories of these three organizing concepts in order
to develop a theoretical framework that may be taken forward through the rest of
the dissertation.
Cowan‟s (1983) notion of a technological system, wherein “each
implement used in the home is part of a sequence of implements – a system – in
which each must be linked to others in order to function appropriately” (13) is a
useful place to begin the discussion of networks. Understood broadly, Cowan‟s
„system‟ also acknowledges the connection of the home environment to the
economic, social, and political conditions present outside of the home, including
social philosophies and dominant ideologies, which shape not only the character
of the goods and services in the home, but also the advertising and kinds of work
done in the home (1983: 13-14). I will develop a notion of network here that
draws upon five key accounts: Harvey, Castells, Akrich (and others whose work
might be characterized as actor-network theory), Urry, and Thrift, each of whom
contribute unique and important elements to the term „network‟ as I use it here.
Each of these is elaborated in the following sections.

Globalization, Temporal Flexibility and the Significance of Space/Place

The first set of considerations about networks here is space and time,
articulated most robustly and significantly by Harvey (1990), particularly in his
concept of time-space compression and its relationship to broader ideas of
globalization and the speed-up of everyday life. Harvey‟s conception of networks
26

is based on a Marxist analysis of the postmodern condition, which is
characterized by an acceptance of the ephemeral, fragmented, discontinuous,
and chaotic and an excitement about the possibilities that these bring for new
combinations of information, things, people, language and meaning (1990: 44).
There is also a “collapse of time horizons and [a] preoccupation with
instantaneity” (Harvey 1990: 59). Harvey emphasizes the economic conditions of
early postmodern networks, which include considerations of space and time. The
idea of time-space compression as articulated by Harvey here is a foundational
one for the shifting configurations of networks and points to the centrality of the
flexibility of the times and spaces of work and home for this dissertation.
Beginning with an examination of economic systems, Harvey‟s time-space
compression draws together time and space in systems of Fordism and flexible
accumulation. Harvey argues that
[w]hat was special about Ford (and what ultimately separates
Fordism from Taylorism), was his vision, his explicit recognition that
mass production meant mass consumption, a new system of the
reproduction of labour power, a new politics of labour control and
management, a new aesthetics and psychology, in short, a new
kind of rationalized, modernist, and populist democratic society
(1990: 125-126).
It was also, Harvey insists, “a total way of life” because “mass production meant
standardization of product as well as mass consumption” (1990: 135). Contrasted
with Fordism, flexible accumulation rests on
flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets,
products, and patterns of consumption. It is characterized by the
emergence of entirely new sectors of reproduction, new ways of
providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, greatly
intensified rates of commercial, technological, and organizational
innovation (Harvey 1990: 147).
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Production and consumption turnover times both increased, and Harvey points
out that
what is most interesting about the current situation is the way in
which capitalism is becoming ever more tightly organized through
dispersal, geographic mobility, and flexible responses in labour
markets, labour processes and consumer markets, all accompanied
by hefty doses of institutional, product, and technological innovation
(Harvey 1990: 159).
This tight organization has been accomplished by one development that is of
special interest to the present work: the commodification of accurate and up-todate information, such as that generated by smart houses and mobile
technologies.
That space may be traversed more quickly in physical movement or may
be circumvented almost altogether in the presence of appropriate ICTs is
generally accepted to be a condition of globalization. By „time-space
compression‟ Harvey means that “the time horizons of both private and public
decision-making have shrunk, while satellite communication and declining
transport costs have made it increasingly possible to spread those decisions
immediately over an ever wider and variegated space” (1990:147). Speed-up of
production and consumption processes is one indicator that time-space
compression is at work. More rapid turn-over is in part a direct result of the mass
production/mass consumption relationship produced by Fordism. Harvey
explains that “in the realm of commodity production, the primary effect has been
to emphasize the values and virtues of instantaneity (instant and fast foods,
meals, and other satisfactions) and of disposability (cups, plates, cutlery,
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packaging, napkins, clothing, etc.)” (1990: 286). This turn to a „throwaway
society‟ “meant more than just throwing away produced goods (creating a
monumental waste-disposal problem), but also being able to throw away values,
life-styles, stable relationships, and attachments to things, buildings, places,
people, and received ways of doing and being” (Harvey 1990: 286).
Both space and time are subject to processes of naturalization through the
assignment of common-sense everyday meanings that do not account for
differences in perception and understanding based on cultural differences or
subgroup membership:
From this materialist perspective we can then argue that objective
conceptions of space and time are necessarily created through
material practices and processes which serve to reproduce social
life. […] The objectivity of time and space is given in each case by
the material practices of social reproduction, and to the degree that
these latter vary geographically and historically, so we find that
social time and social space are differentially constructed. Each
distinctive mode of production or social formulation will, in short,
embody a distinctive bundle of time and space practices and
concepts (Harvey 1990: 204).
This is not to say that space or geography becomes unimportant more generally
– Castells (2001) points out that not all places on the globe are equally well
connected to the rest of the globe‟s communication networks, for example (see
also Harvey, 1990:294).
Silverstone (1993), amongst others (e.g. Southerton 2003; 2007;
Southerton and Tomlinson 2005; Shove 2003), has explored the perception of
the busy-ness that pervades much of North America and Western Europe with
respect to the larger concern of time use, management, and temporal
coordination. In this dissertation, time use as temporal coordination, including
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„time-shifting‟ of the sort made possible by microwave ovens and VCRs, is an
important issue, especially where it intersects with considerations of space and
its use. For example, how time is managed in spaces where it was previously
„lost‟ or unusable, such as in commuting or in other „interspaces‟ between home,
work, and leisure (see Hulme and Truch 2006; Urry 2007), often involves
information and communication technologies as helpers to „reclaim‟ this time, in
these spaces, and make it productive in some way. In the case of time-shifting,
the ability to make time speed up or become individualized is significant in
considering contemporary modes of sociality that require, for example,
personalized scheduling.
Time-space compression is also bound up with the increasing speed of
everyday life. Not only are the two related in a way that relies on speed and
movement for their connection, but both terms are more tightly tied to one
another as speed and movement become more frenetic. Time begins to be
micro-coordinated and more tightly scheduled (see, for example, Hochschild
1997; Schor 1991; Southerton 2003, 2006; Southerton and Tomlinson 2005). All
available moments are to be used more productively and more available
moments may be claimed by using technologies of various kinds, especially
mobile ICTs and those that, like auto-timers and remote controls, allow „timeshifting‟. Users may thus be doing two things at once – may effectively „be‟ in
more than one place at once – by delegating tasks to other actants or by
connecting technologies together (or by taking advantage of technologies already
bundled together) to be in touch with human and non-human others.
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Communication and control are motivations for or outcomes of these
combinations of actants and delegation.
Harvey‟s sense of globalization is taken up by Castells (2001) in the
latter‟s articulation of the information technology paradigm and the complex
interconnectedness of many different kinds of actors and information (which can
itself be a product of the information economy). Castells (2001) also provides a
history of sorts in his efforts to situate the appearance of the network society
within the context of the information revolution that preceded it. Where Harvey‟s
network is somewhat ephemeral, relying primarily on concepts of time, space,
and economic systems to understand the connection of material goods, however,
Castells‟ network is more material, relying on „solid‟ connections between
network elements to explain their relationships. Other considerations of technical
components

such

as

miniaturization,

portability,

and

the

centrality

of

communications as a driving force behind the organization of contemporary
networks are also clearly incorporated into Castells‟ (2001) conception of
„network‟, as are relationships between users and equipment. That is, to a
greater degree than in Harvey‟s understanding of networks, humans (and thus
consumption of technology practices) are more directly implicated in network
formation, maintenance and use. In addition, because of the miniaturization and
portability of some elements of telecommunications networks, as well as the
growing propensity toward ubiquitous or pervasive computing, human and
technical network constituents alike are more mobile than in Harvey‟s network.
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That time and space are implicated in multimedia network sociality is a point on
which Castells and Harvey agree:
[…] the new communication system radically transforms space and
time, the fundamental dimensions of human life. Localities become
disembodied from their cultural, historical, geographical meaning,
and reintegrated into functional networks, or into image collages,
inducing a space of flows that substitute for the space of places.
Time is erased in the new communication system when past,
present, and future can be programmed to interact with each other
in the same message (Castells 2001: 406).
Castells adds further useful components to the way in which networks are
understood here.
Castells‟ (2001) „space of flows‟ is also useful in terms of how networks
are understood here since it informs the idea that the home may simultaneously
be connected to the global network society while also being considered a
network unto itself. Composed of several separate but interlocking layers, the
space of flows connects technical elements (first layer) to human resources in
the form of managerial elites (third layer) via hubs and nodes of concentrated
and densely located network connections (second layer). What might this look
like? In a networked home environment, it might look something like a
refrigerator with Internet capability being accessible to a resident/user via
wireless modem in the home (and that might also connect up other appliances as
well). Castells also recognizes the importance of time and space as
organizational and infrastructural supports of social practices, particularly in his
arguments that “space organizes time in the network society” (2001: 407) and
“space is the material support of time-sharing social practices” (2001: 441).
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Flexibility in contemporary uses of space and of time (including life cycle
events such as age of the birth of a first child, for example) help and are made
possible by the speed of communication technologies. Flexibility in social norms
is one outcome of this:
Space shapes time in our society, thus reversing an historical trend:
flows induce timeless time, places are time-bounded. The idea of
progress, at the roots of our culture and society for the past two
centuries, was based on the movement of history, indeed on the
predetermined sequence of history following the lead of reason and
with the impulse of productive forces, escaping the constraints of
spatially bounded societies and cultures. The mastery of time, the
control of rhythmicity, colonized territories and transformed space in
the vast movement of industrialization and urbanization
accomplished by the twin historical processes of formation of
capitalism and statism (Castells 2001:495, 497).
In many ways, the simultaneity embodied by the ideas of timeless time and the
space of flows demands convergence of various kinds (technological, spatial, of
roles, etc.) to deal with the demands of high-speed, flexible everyday life.
Network sociality simultaneously brings the possibility of decentralization
and a new significance of location, which is again the result of the coming
together of a number of factors, and which also results in increased levels of
mobility:
[…] „home centredness‟ is an important trend in the new society.
[…] Because workplaces, schools, medical complexes, consumer
service outlets, recreational areas, commercial streets, shopping
centres, sports stadiums, and parks still exist and will exist, people
will shuttle between all these places with increasing mobility
precisely because of the newly acquired looseness of working
arrangements and social networking: as time becomes more
flexible, places become more singular, as people circulate among
them in an increasingly mobile pattern (Castells 2001: 428-429).
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Castells demonstrates the extension of network thinking – via the „information
technology revolution‟ – throughout the business and manufacturing sectors.
Given the tight connection of these sectors to the home (e.g. workers live in
homes, products are consumed there), it is but a small leap to see the home as
another site of network sociality, of all kinds of connections between technical
and non-technical network participants.

The Pre-Scription of Hybrid Sociality

Another set of considerations surrounding the use of network imagery
here points to what Oudshoorn and Pinch (2002) call semiotic approaches to
users, which include ideas such as „scripting‟ and „configuration‟, both of which
are of key importance for my argument. Akrich points out that sociologists have
found it difficult to come to terms with technical objects, which she argues
simultaneously embody and measure a set of relations between heterogeneous
elements (1992: 205). Akrich‟s work, commonly grouped with actor-network
theory, can be called „sociography‟ – a description of all links that make up a
thing including the various combinations of human and non-human relationships:
“technical objects participate in building heterogeneous networks that bring
together actants of all types and sizes, whether human or non-human” (Akrich
1992: 206; see also Latour 1996; Urry 2000). It is not just objects that are of
interest here, though, since every involved entity is of interest, as are the
connections between them; I argue that this „connective tissue‟ is also composed
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of

an

involved

entity,

such

as a

„fluid‟ or „flow‟ like

electricity or

telecommunications connectivity. Boundaries are also important here and
Akrich‟s perspective is that these are formed as a consequence of the
associations made by each involved entity rather than determining the kinds of
associations that might be made.
What do actor-networks look like? Considering actor-network theory (ANT)
more broadly, four points are important for determining what the ANT network
includes. First, and most importantly, the shape of the network should be thought
of as a hybrid of technical and non-technical entities and associations rather than
as a primarily technical network (Latour 1996:369; Law 1999b). Second, the use
of the word „network‟ is meant to do away with notions of relationship that are
contingent upon geography (Latour 1996: 371). „Network‟ here is like Castells‟
(2001) nodes and hubs; proximity is based on relative closeness through
connections rather than absolute or geographical nearness. Third, reversibility
and changeability are defining characteristics of networks in actor-network
perspectives: “Instead of having to choose between the local and the global view,
the notion of network allows us to think of a global entity – a highly connected
one – which nevertheless remains continuously local” (Latour 1996: 372). In this
sense, then, not only are global and local relative terms but so is everything else;
that is, actor-networks may always be thought of as contingent, shifting and open
to revision. They are only as durable as their weakest connection since if one link
is broken, the network is no longer as it was before that breakage (Callon
1986:32). Finally, anything and everything may be included in the network since
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connections may go on indefinitely and may include all sorts of human, nonhuman, singular, and multi-party actants (e.g. governments, corporations).
Each non-human in a network comes with its own script (Akrich 1992),
which is built into the thing or system during its development and production, and
which helps to determine the character of the thing including the assumptions
and politics of the developers and the conditions of the thing‟s production. In
other words, much is built-in to a technology through the scripting process. These
kinds of pre-determinations work to influence – but do not define – the ways in
which the thing will be used and the kinds of other things with which it will
interact. These „scripts‟ (Akrich 1992) accompany systems, objects, techniques
and technologies as these are presented to the consuming public in the forms of
advertisements, advice articles, editorials, buying guides and similar texts, and
are informed by both social philosophy and dominant ideologies. Users, though,
interpret these directions and constraints in different ways and frequently work to
make the thing comply with their own needs and goals, which may be quite
different from those assumed by the creators of the product (and which is part of
enrolling another entity in a network).
The interest in this thesis is with what users are told to do with things
(tangible and in-tangible) in these kinds of texts rather than what they actually do
with them. In this sense, Woolgar‟s explanation of the configuration of users is
instructive here: “Configuring occurs in a context where knowledge and expertise
about users is socially distributed. As a result of this process, the new machine
becomes its relationship with its configured users” (1991: 59). In this situation,

36

however, there is “still considerable ambiguity about the capacity of the machine
and about the character of the user […]” (Woolgar 1991: 89), which means that
this is not yet a stabilized, normalized and naturalized association. Users may, in
the case of Woolgar‟s study, be told to do things (or be assumed to want to do
things) in a particular way. Combined with Akrich‟s „scripting‟, it is not difficult to
understand how advertisements and manufacturer-produced materials might
contribute to messages to users about what they should do with a particular
technical object or suite of objects.17 These messages are meant to shape or
guide the consumption process.18
In many ways, this dissertation is very similar to more traditional analyses
or investigations of the home (e.g. Cowan 1983, Strasser 2000, Hardyment
1988): it considers divisions of labour, technologies in the home, women as
homemakers, suburban architecture, and relationships within the home, for
example. One of the key ways in which it is different, however, is that it considers
both humans and non-humans as actors within this arena; that is, all of these
things are examined from the point of view that both humans and non-humans
have important – and sometimes symmetrical or interdependent – roles in the
creation of the home environment and of the various tasks accomplished there.
Consider laundry: Prior to the beginning of the twentieth century, washing was
delegated to servants and other helpers such as wash tubs and boards, soap
flakes, and wood-burning stoves, but by the Electric Era (chapter four) ringer
washing machines that work with electricity were increasingly present in homes.

17
18

On this point, see chapter three below.
These sorts of messages also guide use once the thing has been purchased.
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In the Era of Automobility (chapter five), responsibility shifted to the
housewife/electric washer combination, which also involved indoor running water
and detergents. By the Internet Era (chapter six) the housewife could largely
delegate laundry tasks to the washer – her time and attention had been largely
released from this task through the use of „smart machines‟ that no longer
required her to possess expert knowledge to remove stains or to treat delicate or
specialty fabrics; she needed only load, unload, and push buttons or turn
knobs.19 Expectations about what it means to „properly‟ do the laundry change
with, amongst other factors, the available technology. There is also an implication
here that responsibility for knowledge and competence/expertise in performing
this type of task shifts from actor to actor – in this case from the housewife to the
washing machine (see chapters four to six; also Shove 2003; Cowan 1983). This
movement of responsibility, knowledge, and time are key features of advertising
rhetoric in the magazine ads examined in chapters four through seven. But in
order for any of this occur, the various actants involved have to be perceived as
relatively stable and reliable – they must be normalized, domesticated (Lally
2002), or naturalized (Akrich 1992) in public discourse (via advertising, websites,
and industry literature, among other sites) within the domestic environment.
An additional important set of considerations relating to the use of
„network‟ in this research draws upon post-actor-network perspectives and
focuses on the ways in which ICTs as particular kinds of technologies are coconstitutive of social relationships. Urry (2000), for example, acknowledges that

19

Even knob-turning is disappearing as a required task as washing machines are increasingly
digitally controlled.
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contemporary networks are composed of more than only social elements as well,
a position in line with Castells‟ assertion that the “convergence of social evolution
and information technologies has created a new material basis for the
performance of activities throughout the social structure. This material basis built
in networks, earmarks dominant social processes, thus shaping social structure
itself” (2001: 471), and with Akrich‟s sociographic approach to the study of
technical objects. Unlike the ANT perspective, however, which views „the social‟
as a contingent state of affairs based and dependent upon the enrolled entities
(which may be human or non-human), Castells‟ idea not only begins from a
position that assumes the existence of the social at the outset, but takes
technical objects – especially ICTs – as the predominant form of nonhuman
agents that might be included in a network.20
Urry also assumes a „social‟ that pre-exists the network but argues that it,
as the object of inquiry of social scientific research, is no longer valid, and that
sociology as a line or method of inquiry must focus on networks and flows to
remain relevant. His argument is that the processes of globalization that are
currently at work in the world require the replacement of metaphors of society
based on „region‟ with those based on „networks‟ and „flows‟ (2000: 33). A key
feature of Urry‟s argument is that non-human objects are essential to the creation
of social relations because “[p]eople possess few powers which are uniquely
human, while most can only be realised because of their connections with these
inhuman components” (2000: 14-15). Societies, according to Urry, “are

20

A more complete account of the type of nonhuman actants that might be enrolled is missing
from Castells‟ definition of „network‟.
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necessarily hybrids” (2000: 15). Intangible nonhumans – such as skill sets –
need to be included in accounts of the composition of a network rather than
conceived of as an effect or outcome of it since a network that demands a certain
set of skills for its effective functioning is not the same network if these skills sets
are not present.
The establishment of a network changes the ways in which time and
space are configured along lines that are no longer regionally based. These
networks are composed of two constituent parts – scapes and flows – that
demonstrate Urry‟s argument that sociality is a hybrid of human and non-human
(see also chapter seven below). Scapes are “the networks of machines,
technologies,

organizations,

texts

and

actors

that

constitute

various

interconnected nodes along which the flows can be relayed” (Urry 2000: 35).
These structured elements of networks are contrasted to the flows of people,
images, information, money and wastes that move without regard for national or
regional boundaries, and which are thus difficult for organizational bodies based
on national or regional constructs to regulate or control (Urry 2000: 36).
Time is a major focus of Urry‟s argument and he points out that
„instantaneous time,‟ rather than clock time has profound implications for
contemporary life and is bound up with time-space compression and the speedup of everyday life. This kind of time is characterized by
first, new informational and communicational technologies based
upon inconceivably brief instants which are wholly beyond human
consciousness; second, the simultaneous character of social and
technical relationships which replaces the linear logic of clock-time
characterised by the temporal separation of cause and effect
occurring over separate measurable instants; and third, a metaphor
40

for the widespread significance of exceptionally short-term and
fragmented time, even where it is not literally instantaneous and
simultaneous (2000: 126).
According to Urry, one consequence of the dominance of instantaneous time is
that people are less collectively organized and have more individualized time
schedules (2000: 128). This is similar to the point he makes in a more recent
(2007) work that, with the use of mobile ICTs, time becomes less uniform across
a given location, that flexibility and personalization of time and/in space becomes
more the norm. Cass, Shove and Urry point out that this kind of flexibility can be
considered a consequence of “the apparent breakdown of what used to be
predictably scheduled events (fixed meal times, specific times for social
interaction and times for work)” (2005: 542). This is the kind of sociality that
requires both non-humans and convergences of times and spaces to occur.
Like Urry (2000), Thrift‟s (2005) analysis draws on actor-network theory,
especially those aspects of it that pay attention to human/non-human interactions
and to the shifting and contested nature of metaphors. Above all else, though,
the significance of time and space are central to Thrift‟s conception of networks.
In his estimation, actor-networks construct spaces and times and so provide
useful maps of networks.

Local Intelligence and an ‘Ecology of Software’

The final set of considerations about the use of „networks‟ in this
dissertation points in the direction of how the Continental Automated Building
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Association (CABA) materials suggest that networked domestic spaces are likely
to develop and be put into practice. Thrift‟s idea of local intelligence is a
significant contributor to this set of considerations. Local intelligence, he argues,
is a result of the “infusion of software into everyday life,” through which “everyday
spaces become saturated with computational capacities, thereby transforming
more and more space into computationally active environments able to
communicate within and with each other”

(2005: 160; see also Dodge and

Kitchin 2009).21 That is, pervasive computing combined with Norman‟s (1998;
2000; see also Thrift 2005:160) „information appliances‟ that are designed to be
task-specific and will move away from present understandings of „computing‟
(based on large desktop machines and cabled Internet connections) and toward
a series of devices characterized by flexibility and connectivity with one another
as necessary. Internet access must exist as a “permanently available „cloud‟ of
information” for this to come about (Thrift 2005: 161). As has been seen with the
recent move toward mobile „all-in-one‟ devices such as the Blackberry and the
iPhone, Norman‟s argument that devices are likely to become more specialized
appears to have been mistaken – technical convergence is occurring
simultaneously with convergence of content.

21

Interestingly and somewhat paradoxically, Thrift also argues that “Software is, in other words,
part of a „technological unconscious‟ (Clough, 2000), a means of sustaining presence which we
cannot access but which clearly has effects, a technical substrate of unconscious meaning and
activity” (2005: 156). This „intelligent unconscious‟ demonstrates the hybrid nature of actants in
everyday life – software must exist in the background in order to achieve the kind of local
intelligence that Thrift (2005) envisions.
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Thrift cites mobile telephony as one of the most significant instances of the
shift to this local intelligence model (2005: 161).22 He also notes, however, that
the connections made between devices are the bases upon which local
intelligence rests; Bluetooth and other software platforms connect a variety of
technologies, users, spaces, and times to create local intelligence (Thrift 2005:
163; see also Rheingold 2002 and Gershenfeld 1999 on personal area
networks):
The genesis of intelligent environments is being hastened by the
production of third-generation wireless transceiver systems like
Bluetooth which will allow detailed and fast interaction and by new
interfaces using embodied conversational agents that are both
richer and more specific in their operation. So users will
increasingly be encapsulated in layer upon layer of more and more
active computing power, able to mobilize their own „personal area
networks‟ via a „roaming Internet‟. Of course, such a move to
ubiquitous computing is not without its problems, especially those
of privacy and control (Thrift 2005: 184).
These kinds of connections become especially important in the Era of the
Networked Home (chapter seven), where the idea of intelligent environments in
the form of home networks are explored at some length.
Thrift‟s argument that software is or may be becoming a symbiotic (or at
least intimately connected) part of human everyday life may push the boundaries
of human-ness and human-centered computing beyond what is comfortable for
many social scientists: “If it is the case that modern biology of the kind typified by
developmental systems theory is no longer sure of what organisms are, so we
can no longer be sure of what humanity consists of – where it stops and
22

Wearable computing is another important part of the creation of intelligent environments and
performative spaces (Thrift 2005:161). For general and highly readable accounts of „wearcomp‟,
see both Mann and Niedzviecki (1999) and Gershenfeld (1999).
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something else begins” (Thrift 2005:179). This raises some interesting and
potentially – to traditional social scientific inquiry – disruptive questions
concerning human and group relationships to, for example, the spaces they
inhabit at home, at work, and all the spaces in between, questions which this
dissertation begins to address. An “ecology of software,” increasingly pervasive
in “every nook and cranny of human life,” is the outcome of this line of thought
(Thrift 2005:179), as is the idea that humans may need to consider what it means
to be human in a world “in which commodities are coming „alive‟ as we move
towards greater technological performativity within the framework of „everywhere‟
or „ubiquitous‟ computing” (Thrift 2005: 182).
Thrift suggests that perhaps a better way of understanding software is “as
a more practical extension of human spaces” by three different processes, all of
which make this version of software‟s influence extremely compelling for this
thesis: first, software is an extension of textuality (2005:180). Thrift sees the city
as “one vast intertext” and points out that “cities are quite literally written and
software is the latest expression of this cursive passion” (2005:180).23 Second,
software is one of those technologies that “are crucial to the binding of urban
time and space, […] which in their very ubiquity go largely unnoticed” (2005:
180). Electricity and telecommunications systems are other examples of this kind
of technology. Finally, it is possible to “see software as a means of transport, as
an intermediary passing information from one place to another so effectively that

23

There is an increasing presumption of urban living throughout much of the data set examined in
this dissertation, especially post-2000. See chapter seven.
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the journey appears effortless […]” (2005:180). Another result of this shift in the
importance of software is a shift in how space might be considered:24
What these developments presage is a considerable change in the
nature of space. Spaces will be more loaded up with more
information, they will become more connected, they will be faster to
react and they will be better able to read the concerns of their
users. Spaces, in other words, will become much more
performative, geared to make more of each encounter. In turn,
these performative spaces will increasingly assume the presence of
a certain kind of „switched-on‟ user who comes equipped to
interact. Users will be expected to develop new affordances –
practical skill sets that incorporate expectations of how space turns
up (Thrift 2005: 185).
The “„switched-on‟ user who comes equipped to interact” with new performative
spaces will be required to possess a skill set that accepts performative spaces as
normal as well as a set of competences that allows that user to interact with
converged technologies; that is, users will have to be configured to recognize,
almost unconsciously, the sedimented layers of technologies that exist in
performative spaces. This is very similar to a point made by Silverstone and
Haddon:

“Families,

households,

and

individual

members

of

both

are

conventionally and habitually quite adept at a kind of seamless shifting from one
technological input and resource to another as well as being adept at their
simultaneous use” (1996: 66). Thrift argues that this kind of user will increasingly
be created by toys and games that teach children how to interact with convergent

24

One outcome, use, or result of pervasive computing could be „qualculation‟ as articulated by
Thrift (2004).
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technologies, though this education may be a latent function of the toy or game
(2005: 182).25
In sum, then, the notion of network developed here is informed by myriad
perspectives on the term while acknowledging the tension between two common
uses of the word „network‟: the technical sense that is prevalent in the network
society theory literature (e.g. Castells 1996, 2001), and the broader, more
inclusive sense that is characteristic of science and technology studies,
especially actor-network theory (e.g. Akrich 1992; Latour 1991, 1996, 1996) and
those perspectives that assume hybrid sociality (e.g. Urry 2001, 2007; Thrift
2005). My use of „network‟ thus falls somewhere between these two uses.
Certainly, the technical network is of vital importance here, but so too is the more
„social‟ understanding of the term, which works to bring together technical and
non-technical – human and non-human – participants in the network. The hybrid
sociality that includes humans and non-humans and that builds-in political and
social characteristics and assumptions during its production is especially
important as is the flexibility of contemporary networks that are based around
notions of communication, flexible scheduling and uses of time and space, and
are composed of technical and nontechnical, tangible and intangible elements.
Networks in my understanding are also characterized by movement and mobility,
not only of the „connective tissue‟ that is frequently present between the various

25

Toys and games that teach children how to do things and configure them as future users of
technologies and other tools have existed for many years. Building, agriculture and cooking toys
shaped like the tools of these activities are examples that immediately come to mind, as do the
more contested and highly gendered toys in the form of semi-anatomically and -functionally
correct dolls and weapons. Toys shaped like computers and cell phones have also likely
contributed to the normalization of these technologies.
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constituents of the network, but also in the mobility implied by and embodied in
the flexibility of uses of networked times and spaces. Each of the senses of
„network‟ explored above, while all significant for the analysis of the changing
relationships between and among humans and technologies in and around
domestic spaces, might also be considered to best apply to each of the eras
explored in the chapters that follow. Thrift‟s local intelligence, for example, is best
applied to the consideration of the contemporary networked home explored in
chapter seven below. This is at least partially due to the changing face of
domestic technologies throughout the twentieth century.
„Technology,‟26 bound up as it is with „network‟ in this thesis, is antiessentialist. How is this to be understood? Grint and Woolgar argue that “[f]or the
anti-essentialist the boundary between the social and the technical is part of the
phenomenon to be investigated” (1997: 37). In Grint and Woolgar‟s view, the
essentialist perspective maintains that “technical attributes derive from the
internal characteristics of the technology. Moreover, these internal characteristics
are (often) supposed to have resulted from the application of scientific method or
from the linear extrapolation from and/or development of previous technologies”
(1997: 97). This perspective, then, also encompasses the determinist view that
technologies develop independently of social context or influence. The antiessentialist approach, on the other hand, holds that
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Since repeated use of the word „sociotechnology‟ would be both cumbersome and distracting,
„technology‟ is retained here as the most common way of identifying this principle. In certain
instances, especially where I argue that a particular category of human entity (such as „the
housewife‟) should be considered a „technology‟, I use the phrase „sociotechnical entity‟ to
emphasize this point.
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technological artefacts do not possess capacities by virtue of
extrapolation from previous technical states of affairs, but rather
that the nature, form and capacity of a technology is the upshot of
various antecedent circumstances involved in its development
(mainly taken to include design, manufacture and production).
These antecedent circumstances are said to be „built into‟ and/or
„embodied in‟ the final product; the resulting technology is
„congealed social relations‟; or „society made durable‟ (Grint and
Woolgar 1997: 97).
This idea of „building in‟ is important, particularly in conjunction with my argument
that these „antecedent circumstances‟ include existing and past technologies in
addition to „design, manufacture and production‟ as these circumstances include
competences, skill sets, scripts, and previous efforts to configure users in a
manner compatible with the technology‟s use.
The anti-essentialist perspective encompasses a number of different
specific points of view. Some of the most significant continue to be feminist
contributions to STS. Like many constructivist approaches, feminist perspectives
frequently take issue with technological determinism (Grint and Woolgar 1997:
95). Some work in this field, such as Latour and Woolgar‟s (1979), which
explains the scientific laboratory in terms of a kitchen, might be recognized as
feminist (Bauchspies and Puig de la Bellacasa 2009). More broadly, feminist
approaches to STS recognize that gender and power relationships play an
important role in the ways in which technological innovation occurs. As such,
“technology is never neutral but actively imbued with power of one sort or
another: patriarchal and capitalist power being the two leading contenders in
recent literature” (Grint and Woolgar 1997:96). The focus here is predominantly
on capitalist interests – which are generally acknowledged to be illustrative of
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patriarchal interests more broadly but in sometimes less obvious ways – in the
forms of advertising and industry research about networked domestic spaces. It
is necessarily the case that these materials, like the technologies they are about,
are shaped by the conditions of their development and production which was
historically very much an „old boy‟s club‟ dominated by upper middle class men
(social norms about expectations of family composition and appropriate work
environments for women are also at issue in the advertising material in particular,
and these are identified throughout the following chapters where appropriate) 27
(see Lears 1994; Marchand 1985; Zuckerman 1998). Sismondo (2003) points out
that feminist approaches highlight the pictures of social norms in households,
standards of housekeeping, and divisions of labour that are built in to domestic
technologies. Feminist approaches to STS are also sometimes at odds with
actor-network approaches, for example, because the latter are argued to ignore
the ways in which power and domination come to be a part of networks as they
are formed, and, by extension, the stabilized, normalized and naturalized
characteristics of a „mature‟ network.
These stabilized, normalized, and naturalized characteristics of networks,
and of networks‟ component parts, rely on the sedimented layers of earlier
technologies that are assumed to be present or which influence the ways in
which a new technology develops, though not in a linear or pre-determined
fashion. Much of this last point rests on the extent to which technologies are

27

Cockburn (1992) identifies three ways in which ANT in particular is weak in terms of feminist
analyses, and each of these has to do with the lived realities of women which find them being
more acted-upon by technologies than acting, and with the (gendered) power relationships that
are embodied by technologies of various sorts.

49

developed by taking into account market research and industry precedent (see
chapter three). So, while, for example, electricity is commonly assumed to be
present in North American households, thus forming a layer of technology upon
which subsequent innovations are laid, something like a washer that can be
changed from cleaning dishes to clothes did not persist over time for one reason
or another at the time of its introduction in the early part of the twentieth century
(see chapter four). Similarly, poor focus group or tester responses to a particular
(aspect of) a new technology, for example, may change the ways in which the
„final product‟ will be offered in the marketplace (Woolgar 1991).
In part, this has to do with the MAYA principle – technologies should be at
the Most Advanced Yet Acceptable level for the target audience or consumer
group to purchase or buy into them. Also, as is especially the case with ICTs that
generate information that is then reported back to the manufacturer, the „final
product‟ is only temporarily so as this information (who purchased it and/or is
using it, the kinds of errors or bugs it experiences, etc.) is used to refine the
product for future offerings, which may then be sold under the same name but
with adjustments of varying significance (e.g. options offered, user interface,
product design, functionality).28 In these ways, then, layers of technology (and
information about technology) form a field of things, knowledge, skills, etc. upon
which new technologies both rest and draw. This field also helps to determine the
scripts (Akrich 1992) that accompany (new) technologies and to configure their
users (Grint and Woolgar 1997; Woolgar 1991).
28

What will be count as a significant change cannot be known in advance, as users frequently
use technologies and adopt new innovations in ways that were unforeseen by the designers (see
Pinch and Oudschoorn 2005).
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The Mobility of Sociotechnical Entities

How are mobility and networking related? The two are bound together in
that they always involve some form of mediated relationship between humans
and various technologies such as mobile phones or paper. Wellman‟s (2001)
„networked individualism‟ (or personalized networking), Hulme and Truch‟s
(2006; see also Urry 2007) „interspaces‟ and Larsen, Urry and Axhausen‟s (2006)
„network capital‟ are all contingent on the convergence of skill sets,
competences, technologies, times, and spaces (among myriad other factors), for
their existence and contextual relevance. The term „technoscape‟ captures this
confluence of technological, social, and geographical factors coming together to
form a new site of sociotechnical assemblage (Sheller and Urry 2006:9; see also
Urry 2000 {and above} on „scapes‟ and „flows‟).
Mobilities – movements of all sorts of network participants – are significant
in this dissertation because of the increasing degree to which everything and
everyone seems to be on the move. Mobility, in the terms investigated here, is
intimately bound up with temporal coordination and time-shifting, spatial
difference, and perceived needs for communication (emotional, etc.). „Busy-ness‟
and a sense of being „short on time‟ are also significant here as they might be
considered the everyday lived experience of a theoretical concept like Harvey‟s
time-space compression (see Southerton 2003, 2007; Southerton and Tomlinson
2005; Haddon 2004; Shove 2003).29 Some of the mobilities at issue here, such

29

It should be re-stated at this point that the main concern of this dissertation is with what
consumer/users are told to do with various technologies and about what they are told by
advertisers and technology manufacturers that their lives should look like, rather than the actual
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as those posited by Urry (2000; 2007), were touched upon in the last section.
Others dwell upon the automobility of everyday life in North America and
Western Europe (e.g. Featherstone, Thrift & Urry 2005; Cresswell 2006; see also
Urry 2007 and chapter five below). At issue here are considerations of mobility
that can address physical things (people, cars, objects) as well as more
intangible things (information, ideas, skill sets). Mobilities go hand in hand with
networks in that one enables or demands things of the other while
simultaneously making possible new combinations of space, time, roles,
communication, and expectations.
Mobility also demands easy connection with other mobile entities as well
as those non-mobiles (such as home spaces) that may be repurposed at a
moment‟s notice and then perhaps only for a moment to serve some function
beyond what such an immobile entity might have conventionally be used for. It is
in this way that homes become worksites, doctor‟s offices, points of sale, and
schools, commuter trains become shopping malls, and homes become annexed
to workplaces. All of these scenarios involve mobile entities, (portable)
telecommunications devices, and ubiquitous access to communications networks
in a variety of relatively stable and well-defined physical places and at times that
might not have previously been available for the specific uses to which they are
being put in these or myriad other examples.
What,

if

anything

is

the

difference

between

more

traditional

understandings of mobility and those to be determined about the twenty-first

practices and lived experiences faced by these consumer/users. This distinction is taken up again
later in this chapter and is also addressed much more explicitly in chapter three.
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century? Urry (2007) argues that the latter may be grouped into systems to be
found at the very core of what it is to exist in this century. While it is certainly true
that systems of digitized mobility in the twenty-first century are clearly visible,
especially in their relationships to time and space/place, the speed and distance
capabilities of mobile actants make them novel (see Urry 2007: 195). Cowan
(1983) has explained the kinds of sociotechnical systems that helped to create
the United States, each of which involved mobilities of various kinds and each of
which have incorporated digital technologies rather than being overthrown by
them. These historical sociotechnical systems were, however, fairly slow and
were tied to physical geography to a far greater and more literal extent than
systems of mobility are generally considered to be in the twenty-first century. The
significance of the „digital‟ in Urry‟s (2007) argument is the miniaturization and
thus portability of digital devices enabled by this kind of technology. But these
qualities help to draw further attention to the temporal and spatial implications of
twenty-first century mobility rather than those reinforcing the novelty of mobility
systems themselves: “These machines re-order Euclidean time-space relations,
bending, stretching and compressing time-space. Such machines mean that
inhabiting them is to be connected to, or to be at home with, „sites‟ across the
world – while simultaneously such sites can monitor, observe and trace each
inhabited machine” (Urry 2007: 180). In many ways, then, this idea is similar to
Castells‟ (1996) notion of the importance of relative rather than absolute
connections to networks, as well as to broader ideas of the creation and
feedback of information from contemporary technology to their manufacturers. In
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each case it is the capacity for mobility and movement of information that is
important.
Cresswell‟s explanation of mobility highlights the importance of time and
space in formulating understandings of mobility in a way that differs from Urry‟s
(2007) in his emphasis on movement:
Movement is made up of time and space. It is the spatialization of
time and the temporalization of space. Any consideration of
movement (and mobility) that does not take time and space into
account is missing an important facet. […] Time and space are both
the context for movement (the environment of possibility for
movement to occur) and a product of movement. Moving people
and objects are agents in the production of time and space. […]
While the abstract idea of movement is composed of equally
abstract notions of absolute time and space, the notion of mobility I
want to propose here, as a thoroughly social facet of life imbued
with meaning and power, is composed of elements of social time
and social space (2006: 4).
Systems of mobility help to provide the infrastructure needed by various
mobile entities to be mobile. Sheller and Urry point out, for example, that the
twentieth century saw a vast number of “„mobility-systems‟ develop, including the
car system, [the UK] national telephone system, air power, high-speed trains,
modern urban systems, cheap air travel, mobile phones, networked computers
and so on” (2006: 6; see also Urry 2007). The interdependence and repetition
inherent in and created by these movement systems are central as well: “There
is in the modern world an accumulation of movement analogous to the
accumulation of capital – accumulations of repetitive movement or circulation
made possible” by these mobility systems (Sheller and Urry 2006: 6). That they
are (more or less) durable means that even if coordination and scheduling
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happen on the move, some elements of this mobility are predictable – flight
paths, train schedules, WiFi hotspots – and enable the flexibility and DIY
scheduling that must occur in the absence of predictable social engagements like
fixed meal times, hours for work, and spatial divisions of public and private
spaces. In the absence of relatively stable social patterns, then, (and prior to the
establishment of new social norms that take into account mobility – see Urry
2007: 12) predictability in technology and infrastructure must allow for flexibility
and negotiation of social communication and interaction. The boundary between
work and home is one site requiring such flexibility and negotiation, and is,
perhaps, one of the clearest instances available of the ways in which networks
and mobilities fit together in new ways.

Interspaces and Work-Home Boundaries

Cass, Shove and Urry (2005) draw the connection between mobility and
personalized networks very clearly when they note that the work-related
responsibilities of relatively highly paid workers involve connection building and
maintenance; few of the „nomadic networkers‟ in today‟s economy actually make
anything. The productive time of these workers is characterized by taking
meetings, making presentations, and interacting with others; thus, their work is
based on the influence they have over their networks, in both an interpersonal
and a more technical sense (Cass, Shove and Urry 2005: 546). The ways in
which network connections are maintained are proliferating rather than clearly
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shifting – email does not, for example, appear to lessen the need for phone calls
or face-to-face meetings (Cass, Shove and Urry 2005: 542; see also Castells
2001).
The various portable devices (increasingly converging into the same
physical device, e.g. the iPhone) associated with one‟s personal area network
(Rheingold 2002) serve not only to make interspaces (Hulme and Truch 2006;
Urry 2007) into communication-friendly and flexible spaces and times, they also
work to create a personal „bubble‟ around users so that they can create or carve
out personal spaces in the midst of a public environment. For example, Bull
(2005; 2000) explains, with reference to the iPod, how personal area network
devices also help to bridge the gap between public and private by allowing users
to transfer sound from one space to another – users are able to personalize
space through the provision of their own soundtracks for their everyday lives
which can affect their moods and outlooks on the world around them.
The personalization of mobile devices to individual persons, and not the
attachment to geographic locations, can potentially fragment public and private
communications, collapsing these into one another (Green 2002: 289). The
choice to become a mobile worker, for example, is important to the degree of
satisfaction that individual will later experience (Green 2002: 288), particularly as
it seems that the permanent or always-on nature of connections to work
sometimes mean that time for family and personal use diminishes. That time has
become a commodity has provided a great push to the mobility „required‟ by
employers and significant others alike. Smaller and smaller fragments of time
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require increasingly more flexible coordination, often achieved by communicating
in interspaces.
In terms of mobilities associated with new configurations of technologies,
Urry notes that “emerging technologies are grafting together existing machines to
create new hybrid mobilities” (2007: 35). Again, though, it is not just the machinic
that is implicated in these kinds of new associations of entities. In part, the
combination of mobility, humans, and ICTs facilitate networked individualism,
which is reliant on mobility, wireless connectivity, flexible and individualized time
management, and always-on availability (Wellman 2001: 2; see also Castells
2001; Rheingold 2002). This is also well-suited to the contemporary reality of
widely dispersed connections between humans and nonhumans, and with the
increasing flexibility of time as entities move through this increasingly malleable
space equipped with the appropriate ICT tools. “Things are made close though
these networked relations, and both closeness and distance are made or
unmade, rather than being simple objective measures of geographical
displacement” (Sheller and Urry 2006: 8).
Nonhuman flows like electricity have drawn humans and nonhumans
together in the past (see chapter four); Internet connectivity and mobile
communication capability do this as well by delegating the communication tasks
associated with the management of the home to non-home-based flows and
other nonhumans, and away from humans who necessarily had to be in the
home to accomplish these same tasks. Remote control, for example, means the
disconnection of the housewife (or other human user) from the temporal and
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spatial rhythms of her nonhuman helpers by enabling time-shifting, sometimes as
a response to perceived time stress (Haddon 2004; see also Southerton 2003,
2006; Southerton and Tomlinson 2005). Remote access to ICTs also means that
fragments of time that might otherwise have been „wasted‟ might now become
used for „productive‟ activities. In this way network assemblages or chains of
associations that involve mobile and/or Internet-enabled ICTs also enroll into the
network time segments and pockets of space in public environments that could
not previously have been as directly connected to the home as is possible where,
for example, one may talk on the phone while on a commuter train on the way to
work (Haddon 2004; Baxter & Kroll-Smith 2005; de Souza e Silva 2006).
But it isn‟t just commuting time that may be altered by the use of (mobile)
ICTs – the very idea of having to go to a designated workplace is also
challenged. Working for pay for a boss outside the home while physically
remaining at home becomes possible, but so too does the idea of workplaces
that are more home-like. Baxter and Kroll-Smith, for example, argue that
“programs like flex-time, daycare centres, and workplace naps […] integrate work
with activities formerly performed at home” (2005: 35). Hochschild (1997) points
out, however, that technologies are not the only explanatory factors in the
transformation or challenging of home-work boundaries – employer demands
and economic conditions (such as flexible accumulation – see Harvey 1990)
mean that workers need to be more available and accessible in order to be
employable (Wajcman 2008; see also Reich 2000). These demands, though, are
interwoven with the time stress noted by Haddon (2004), periods of busy-ness
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(see Silverstone 1993) and the overall perception of time pressure (Wajcman et
al. 2007; Wajcman 2008; Southerton 2003, 2006; Southerton and Tomlinson
2005).30 Technologies, time, mobility, household and workplace responsibilities
and pressures are, then, tied together in their mutual challenging of the
work/home split that has been assumed and defended in western societies – and
in much mainstream sociological thought since well before the beginning the
period examined in this research.
The shifting character of uses of time and space in both home and work
contexts has had a significant impact on how individuals (and families) organize
their day-to-day lives:
One consequence of an apparent breakdown of what used to be
predictably scheduled events (fixed meal times, specific times for
social interaction and times for work) is that certain people are
more obliged to negotiate meetings and social encounters, case by
case. For some at least, the scheduling of social life appears to be
an interestingly „do-it-yourself‟ operation, arranging encounters
around flexi-times, and searching for common slots between people
with equally idiosyncratic schedules (Shove 2003). While certain
individuals might have greater temporal flexibility than before, the
consequent need to organize ever more complex diaries (more
complex because other peoples‟ time is also more fragmented and
less formally controlled), generates distinctive pressures for coordination and „re-coordination‟ in time and space (Cass, Shove
and Urry 2005: 542-543).
Silverstone‟s (1993) „clocking‟ also points to the importance of temporal
coordination for the smooth operation of household life. With the breakdown of
30

Wajcman (2008) points out that the majority of the research that has been done on the use of
mobile phones to allow for more flexible work time, such as contact with work after-hours, has
centred on the experiences of managers and professionals. This is certainly a limitation in the
literature, but given the focus in this dissertation on just this group of people (and their families, as
is evident in the materials examined in chapters four through seven), it is one that might be
overlooked here.
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established patterns of time use in the physical space of the home, the need for
„juggling‟ and improvised coordination to combat what might be perceived as
chaos or a lack of time (harriedness, time pressure, time stress) becomes clear
(see Southerton 2003; 2007; Southerton and Tomlinson 2005; Haddon 2004;
Shove 2003). Individuals attempt – by whatever means necessary – to maintain
the lifestyle to which they are accustomed including relations with family and
friends as well as standards of household work (see Bittman, Rice and Wajcman
2004). These means might include the use of different kinds of technological
aides to keep in touch with others and to orchestrate the completion of tasks, the
fulfillment of responsibilities, and the scheduling of co-presence. Although the
coordination and re-co-ordination of time and space toward the goal of copresence means that some communication is being carried out via digital means
and in mobile times and spaces, the need for face-to-face interaction should not
be overlooked in attempts to maintain connections with family members and
other significant others in one‟s life. Digital communications (email, texting,
instant messaging, telecommunications, web cams, and the like) enable the
expansion of the geographical perimeter of one‟s network connections (Cass,
Shove, and Urry 2005: 548) but do not replace physical co-presence in
maintaining these ties (see also Castells 2001).
Larsen, Urry and Axhausen (2006) argue that the family (in whatever form,
and, by extrapolation, I argue, the home) has become a communications hub,
one that is composed of a complex mixture of geographically dependent and
mobile telecommunications technologies. The temporal and spatial coordination
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demanded by work-life is also increasingly required to deal with the fragmented
segments of time with which the family is faced. The orchestration of time use,
technology use, and coordination with other household residents requires careful
planning and communication. The multiplication of individual households (within
which there is a decreasing average number of inhabitants in the United States,
for example; see Whipps 2006) also requires a similar kind of duplication of
private household telecommunications equipment as that required during the
explosion of the suburb in the Era of Automobility (chapter five).31
The relationship between home and work is by no means stagnant or
unidirectional. Social philosophies of the workplace (rationalization and
management techniques, for example) have influenced the ways in which
households are organized and coordinated since at least the beginning of the
twentieth century;32 recently the household has been exerting its own pressure
on the ways in which work (and workplaces and spaces) are organized and
coordinated (e.g. Baxter and Kroll-Smith 2005), especially in light of the
decreasing influence of commonly scheduled activities like meal times and

31

With respect to telephony specifically, younger adults, in particular, are more likely to forego a
land-line in favour of mobile phone service as their primary household telephone connection (see,
for example, Lite 2009).This may be indicative of changing household structures: if one lives
alone, there is little need for a both a land-line and a mobile phone. In Canada, for example, the
2006 Census found that over one quarter (27%) of households were composed of individuals
(“Canadians In Context” 2006). It might also be possible that the kinds of on-the-fly flexible
coordination discussed in this dissertation is actually taking place when all members of a
household have mobile phones. Blumberg et al. (2009), for example, found that across all types
of households in the United States (with some variation at the state level) wireless-only
households outnumbered landline-only households.
32
Hayden (1989) argues that other forms of household organization might have become the norm
in North America had the social philosophies and ideologies of the feminist and suffragist
movements of the nineteenth century been more successfully integrated into the popular
consciousness.
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vacation breaks.33 This may be partially due to the flexibility and mobility
required, expected, or exhibited by contemporary household residents who are
also workers – mobility requires temporal coordination, frequently in the various
„interspaces‟ created by mobile ICTs.
It is possible, however, that there may be an equally significant influence
in the form of women‟s labour market participation. Schor (1991) argues that the
undervaluing of women‟s labour inside the home (a creation of the relative
economic prosperity of Americans over the past 150 years or so) led
simultaneously to a halt to the search for the most efficient ways to carry out
household tasks and to a rise in standards of household work, both of which
indicate the tendency for housework to expand to fit the time available. As
women‟s participation in the paid labour market has increased, these elevated
standards have not receded. Instead, women (especially married women, in
Schor‟s {1991} estimation) struggle to maintain these standards while working
outside the home as well. As a result, the harriedness and time pressure felt by
mobile women workers in the paid labour market is extended into the home
(Wajcman 2008). ICTs and domestic technologies help to coordinate and
organize home life as it is related to the outside world, as well as to the challenge
of attempting to simultaneously coordinate work-life and home-life. In other
33

At mid-century, one of the ways in which consumption was encouraged was via the
privatization of domestic life (Huws 2003; see also Urry 2007; Sassatelli 2007). In addition to
broader changes concerning housing and urban planning in postwar America, this phenomenon,
in which each housewife, isolated in her own home, duplicates the work of every other housewife,
meant that the applications of science and technology (or social philosophy about it) elsewhere in
everyday life infiltrated – by invitation and by necessity – the home in the forms of the
technologies and advice introduced via the consumption practices foisted onto housewives in an
era of automation and rationalized production.
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words, work might encroach on home life via ICTs and other contemporary
technologies but in a very similar manner, home-life interjects itself into work-life.
Technology is tightly intertwined with the ways in which „network‟ is
understood, in that many different kinds of entities are drawn into it. But
technologies are not only machines. They include all sorts of tangible and
intangible, human and non-human components. So while there would likely be
little argument that a refrigerator or washing machine is a technological entity, it
should also be kept in mind that something like „the housewife‟ as configured in
the magazines examined here (see chapters four and five in particular), is a
technological entity as well. This figure, however, introduces an important set of
issues to the discussion of technologies here: she is very clearly a sociotechnical
entity in a much more readily visible way than the refrigerator or washing
machine, although these are also sociotechnical entities because they include
these scripts and otherwise bear the (social) marks of the conditions of their
design and production. Wajcman points out that
[r]ather than simply saving time, technologies change the nature
and meaning of tasks and work activities, as well as creating new
material and cultural practices. […] the social studies of science
and technology (STS) conceive of the technical as part of the
constitution of the „social‟. In other words, the „social‟ and the
„technical‟ are not separate spheres, but one and the same. New
technologies reconfigure relationships between people and the
spaces they occupy, altering the basis of social interaction. The
emergence of new media technologies, such as the mobile phone
and the Internet, creates new kinds of social relationships and a
host of new activities and practices. Such conceptions of the
sociotechnical can help us understand the relationship between
technology and time as one of mutual shaping (2008: 66).
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Grint and Woolgar also acknowledge this broad definition of technology and
argue that an understanding of „technology‟ as a system should not only include
the various social components implicated in the system but should also
acknowledge the non-neutrality of the machinic component(s) of the technology
or technological system (1997: 13-14), including, for example, the scripts built in
to technologies during their design and development. These scripts incorporate
social philosophies and other popular ideas of the day and are frequently made
intelligible to the public through advertising and other commercial activities.
Scripts, ads, social expectations and the like all contribute to the building-in of
social relations, politics, and economics into technical innovations.
Building-in includes the kinds of congealed social relations, expected skill
sets, and ways of doing things embodied in an innovation and should thus be
considered a process of determining the sociality and history of existing
technologies and their relationships to one another and to other states of social
affairs. Building-in also means that ways of doing things become established and
sedimented as groups of sociotechnical entities develop relationships and
patterns of interaction. This is one way in which ways of doing things persist over
time – the sociotechnical entity and (some of) its relationships become
sedimented, naturalized, and normalized – and are thus difficult or at least slow
to change. In the Internet and Networked Home eras (chapters six and seven),
the results of a clash between built in and naturalized socio-technologies and
new socio-technologies not yet naturalized highlights the sort of shift that may be
currently emerging in North American housing and domestic consumption with
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respect to both the connection to the home as a node (Castells 2001) in the
wider networked world and the emphasis on environmentally responsible or
„green‟ ways of building, controlling and consuming in and for domestic spaces,
for example.
Throughout the twentieth century (and especially after World War II)
advertising has suggested to women in particular that their lives, including their
skills as domestic workers, might be improved by purchasing (consuming) one
product or another. Thus, advertising has drawn upon dominant social norms and
mores as well as the profit motives of producers to create visions of, in this case,
how the home ought to be and women‟s place in it. Ads thus work to script what
consumers should do with a particular product by both drawing upon and
creating built-in expectations of standards of household cleanliness, childrearing,
and the link. Ads also betray/convey to consumers the social philosophies that
might inform their purchasing decisions, such as where „science‟ has been used
to support a new theory related to food safety, for example.

Market-based

consumption in relation to the home is explored in the next section.

Market-based Consumption and the Home Environment

Considerations of consumption are of key significance here, especially
concerning the manufacture of demand and expectation. Given the focus on
advertising and other promotional materials (discussed in chapter three below) to
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the exclusion of empirical considerations of private sphere practice and the ways
in which advertised domestic technologies are used in situ, many – if not most –
social theories of consumption and the consumer society begin just where this
dissertation‟s consideration ends. In other words, the concern here is primarily
with the workings of the marketplace, advertising, and promotional materials,
rather than with trying to decipher individual motivations for consuming, changing
practices having to do with consumption, or efforts to de-commoditize or
personalize newly acquired objects, as have been the focus on much work on the
consumption of domestic technologies (e.g. Shove 2003; Hand, Shove and
Southerton 2007; Shove and Chappells 2001; McMeekin and Tomlinson 1998;
Sassatelli 2007; Ilmonen 2004; Madigan and Munro 1996). Concepts such as
normalization, domestication, and naturalization do appear in the following
chapters in the consideration of what advertisements, marketing materials, and
appliance industry research materials appear to be saying to viewers/readers –
what assumptions are made about co-present technologies or users‟ skill sets,
for example? How should Product X be situated in the home? In some cases,
ads assume that some particular technology – electricity, for instance – is already
present in the environment in which the product on offer is suggested to fit, or
that potential users understand how to use the product. These assumptions,
taken for granted aspects of everyday life, encourage readers to make
connections between their lives and the product, and help to establish or
reinforce what advertisers and manufacturers think should be done with the
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product and thus suggest the ways in which it should be consumed.34 These form
the sedimented layers on which new technologies are introduced.
The basis on which these ideas of consumption are founded is the
assumption of a capitalist market economy (see Dyer 1982). It is not only that the
practice of advertising seems to have emerged nearly simultaneously with the
market economy (as a way to cope with over-production and surplus, for
example {see Slater 1997; Sassatelli 2007}); the kinds of assumptions made by
advertisers and manufacturers in the materials examined in this dissertation
demonstrate the pervasiveness of the capitalist economic system and the
escalating expectations of consumption (see, for example, Shove 2003 and
Hand, Shove and Southerton 2007 for discussions on this topic in home
environments).
How can these escalating levels of consumption be understood? The two
most significant mechanisms here are „matching‟ or the Diderot effect (“a process
whereby the acquisition of new goods renders existing possessions „out of date‟,
and disrupts the symbolic unity of any given space. To maintain symbolic unity
other objects in that space must be added or existing objects updated.” {Hand,
Shove and Southerton 2007: 670}) and specialization (“associated with the
subdivision and demarcation of previously unified activities or singular products”
34

Because of this specific approach to the consumption of domestic technologies (that is, to the
advertising, marketing, and otherwise pre-purchase documentary evidence), the discussion of the
consumption studies is based predominantly in the advertising and marketing branches of this
body of literature. In particular, the phases identified in Leiss et al.‟s (2005) study of print
advertising are useful, as is Lury‟s (2004) consideration of the functioning of brands in
contemporary Western life. The challenge here, however, is related to how to coherently draw
together two different but related sources of empirical material – print ads and an industry
research library. Further to this narrowing of focus, paying particular attention to the semiotic
aspects of these materials will be helpful in maintaining consistency. The methodological
approach taken to these various materials is discussed at length in chapter three.
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{Shove 2003:11}). Shove criticizes many explanations of consumption, however,
by pointing out that they tend to approach goods and services as “discrete
commodities” to be “analysed in isolation and without noticing the pre- and corequisite systems and technologies on which they depend, or the reconfiguration
of ideas, actions and habits associated with their use and appropriation” (2003:
11-12). Other approaches to and theories of consumption focus on interactions
between new and pre-existing things in a given environment.
According to de Wit et al (2002) „Innovation junctions‟ are sites in which
„location specific innovation patterns‟ arise because of the ways in which
technologies interact. In the context of an office environment the existence of one
technology, such as the typewriter, has implications for the development of
others, for example, carbon copying, dictation machines, and so forth (cited in
Hand and Shove 2004: 237). It is clear that the home, too, is an innovation
junction. It also becomes clearer how the domestic and extra-domestic become
enmeshed and entangled where they extend into one another, either via working
at home schemes (see, for example, Green 2002) or the extension of the private
into the public, as Bull (2005) argues happens with mobile personal stereos.
Work on mobile phones suggests that these technologies enable switching back
and forth between public and private via the ways in which space can be used by
those who employ it (e.g. Green 2002; Wajcman et al. 2007). Innovation
junctions, then, exist not only in fixed locations like offices but also in other
locations, like the non-places of super-modernity (such as airport lounges and

68

chain hotels; Auge 1995), where combinations of technologies may enable
different uses of time and space as well as of the technologies themselves.
Lally‟s (2002) discussion of computers in the home environment outlines
domestication as the set of complex social processes through which
technological commodities – with which many consumers have had little
experience prior to purchase – are integrated into the everyday life of
households. At greater length, Silverstone and Haddon explain the process of
domestication in the following way:
Domestication [...] involves a number of different dimensions. The
link between domestication and design is provided by
commodification, the process through which objects and
technologies emerge in a public space of exchange values and in a
market-place of competing images and functional claims and
counterclaims. But domestication also involves the consumer in
appropriation, in taking technologies and objects home or into other
private cultural spaces, and in making, or not making, them
acceptable and familiar. Indeed, the process of appropriation is
more than simply a matter of purchase, since what consumers do
with their technologies in their homes, is increasingly important
work affecting both present and future technologies (1996: 46).
Domestication is, then, a set of complex processes that involves a number of
factors coming together, and which frequently results in stabilized and routinized
relationships and interactions between actants in the home environment. Ilmonen
also looks at interactions and explains the process of routinization as one where
once the use of a good is seen as a by-product of practice, it is no longer seen as
being consumed: “When we jog, we do not think about consuming our running
shoes, but of trying to keep fit, or, when we cook, we do not consider this practice
as the consumption of pots and pans; on the contrary, they have a side role in
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the complex set of practices called „cooking‟” (2004: 42). „Fluid‟ products like
electricity or Internet connectivity are also generally used without thinking of them
as being consumed.35
Lally‟s (2002) study is based in empirical research with users of a situated
technology (desktop personal computers) and takes into account the ways in
which computers in domestic spaces interact with other objects by, for example,
drawing some things to them (desks, chairs, spare sets of eyeglasses) while
simultaneously replacing others, such as diaries, file boxes, or games; Lally
terms the former „collaboration‟ and the latter „competition‟. In order to become
part of a domestic environment, innovations such as personal computers must
negotiate a place in the larger constellation of human and nonhuman actants
present in the home. By combining the idea of domestication with the concept of
normalization36, new and potentially unstable technological commodities are
thought to „settle down‟ and become established – perhaps to the point of being
taken for granted – entities in the home. This pattern of domestication and
normalization is seen throughout this dissertation not in the actual uses of these
technological commodities once they are brought home but in the assumptions
made in advertisements and manufacturer-produced materials about the
competences and skill sets possessed by potential consumers, which I argue are
35

This may be changing, however, as fossil-fuel-based energy sources come to be viewed as
finite.
36
Normalization has a largely taken-for-granted and commonsense meaning, which I describe as
the processes by which an innovation becomes embedded in a social and cultural context which
might also include practice. „Naturalization‟ means something very similar: “the process by which
a phenomenon, initially conspicuous and dislocative in its very newness, becomes over time
sufficiently assimilated that people experience it as a part of the natural order of things” (Tichi
1991: 11).
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based on the sedimented layers of technologies, skill and knowledge sets, and
competences that have come before.
Advertising plays an important role in educating consumers about the
kinds of products available, how they ought to be used, and where they should
be placed in the home, amongst other considerations. This works primarily in
cases where the product is new (improved or innovative) in some respect. Once
a product is widely enough dispersed, it becomes normalized and, eventually,
taken for granted in advertising and other popular materials; central heating,
electricity, and domestic refrigeration are good examples of this process. Once
this has happened, the novelty of a good or object might be highlighted in
advertising and be integrated as a matter of course into domestic networks, but
generally the thing/system is expected or presumed to be present and familiar to
the point that novel products might make use of this assumption to gain
acceptance into the network or to ease their enrolment. Devices such as ranges,
fridges, and fans that assume the presence of a domestic electrical supply are
examples (see chapter four). In other cases, a skill set rather than infrastructure
is assumed. Mobile phones, for example, only work on the basis of knowledge of
how phones are used and what they are for, and in order for an Internet-enabled
appliance to enter the domestic environment, Internet connectivity and
competent users must be there first (see chapter six).
In a broad sense, consumption as an activity tied to market forces
underwent several significant changes in the twentieth century. Many of these
changes are bound up with the emergence of advertising as a coherent and
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identifiable industry: the creation of the housewife as a key consuming entity (see
chapter five) and the eclipse of the individual product by the product range or
corporate identity via the brand (see chapters six and seven) are key examples.
Branding is largely about creating trust-based relationships with consumers
toward the goal of creating loyalty to the product range via satisfaction with
quality, identification of the product with specific (possibly aspirational) lifestyle
factors, amongst other means (Molotch 2003; Moor 2003). Molotch explains the
functioning of the brand in terms that foreshadow the ways in which it will be
seen to be used in chapters six and seven to help explain the brand‟s place in
advertising:
For sophisticated producers, brand consists not just in surface
aspects like logos, press releases, or accompanying product
literature (although those count plenty) but in a consistent look, feel,
and functional integration of the product line. The goods
themselves physically tell the corporate story, one that reinforces
the more symbolic materials. The details of bells and whistles,
levers and readouts, shapes and interlocks make up another kind
of semiotic handle for consumers. By seeing them as an ensemble
and having prior experience with their functioning, one senses what
one is getting into. The brand instructs both in a general way and in
terms of the details of how things likely work, how they should
probably be cared for, and how the service and backup support
likely operate. People assimilate these styles of action and,
especially if they involve somewhat complex maneuvers (as with
computer equipment) become hooked into the ensemble. An
effective brand works with what people are already like, but then
affects what they come to be (2003: 206).
Moor (2003) points out that not only are these relationships formed between
different products under the brand‟s umbrella and with consumers, there is also a
relationship between and amongst products and consumers in time and space
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(see also Lury 2004). These relationships in time and space also help the brand
as a corporate device to function globally and to draw attention to the „global
concerns‟ that a particular brand might represent, such as environmental
responsibility, social justice, or timelessness (Leiss et al.2005; see also Urry
2000), while simultaneously working for consumer loyalty to a brand if not to a
particular product.
Advertising‟s recognition of the importance of consumer loyalty predates
the emergence of the brand as an organizing concept, though: tactics used by
advertisers in the early years of the twentieth century worked to scare consumers
into purchasing by convincing them that product X would help them to eliminate
or disguise shortcoming Y (bad breath, body odour, low social status) (Leiss et
al. 2005; see also chapter four). By the post-World War II era, when the
housewife began to be positioned as the key purchasing agent for the household,
ads typically preyed on her sense of obligation to her family in a way that
positioned the product on offer (and its manufacturer) as a trusted partner in
safeguarding the health of her family, the cleanliness of her house, or the lifestyle
to which the family had been accustomed.
The „housewife‟ is reliant both on the idea of consumption and on
consumption as an activity (Huws 2003). The process of commercializing
household activities and the creation of the self-service economy turned
household work from a productive set of activities into a series of tasks that
required the activity of the housewife in the market economy, purchasing goods
and services that once had been produced in the domestic environment (see
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Cowan 1983; Strasser 2000).37 With this shift, women‟s expert knowledge of how
to produce and provide these goods and services disappeared, which left
housewives with little choice but to consume. The benefits of automation and
rationalization, although sold through advertising to consumers, were only
infrequently realized in products meant for the home since the home as a site of
production lacked the economies of scale that characterized the main savings of
automation in industry (Huws 2003:37). The introduction of new technologies and
techniques to the home may have made some tasks easier or faster to do but
these same „labour-saving‟ tools introduced new tasks and in some cases
increased demand and expectations concerning household tasks. Laundry, for
example, certainly became a less physically demanding job with the introduction
of electric washing machines but the frequency with which items were expected
to be washed increased with the new ease of the task (Shove 2003; Hardyment
1988; Cowan 1983).
In the last quarter of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twentyfirst (the Internet and Networked Home Eras discussed in chapters six and
seven), consumption work has expanded to reflect the new everyday realities in
a world where time-space compression (Harvey 1990) and the „self-service
economy‟ (Huws 2003) predominate. Travel arrangements may now be made by
37

Where household tasks, such as some food production, moved into the public realm, not only
did the consumption work of provisioning for the household fall to women (who previously might
have produced at home the services and goods they were now purchasing because it became,
with economies of scale in production, more cost-effective to buy rather than to make some
things), but the chores that had been automated within the home were those previously done by
children (such some associated with dishwashing) or by men (garbage disposal) (Huws 2003).
The residual tasks associated with these chores were taken up by women – (un)loading the
dishwasher and putting waste down the mechanical in-sink garbage disposal, for example.
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the traveller, online, instead of by a travel agent, for example. ICTs are certainly
a factor here, particularly with respect to challenging or blurring the boundaries
between work and home (see Baxter and Kroll-Smith 2005; Urry 2007),
consumption and work (see Huws 2003), and production and consumption. Add
to this the taken-for-grantedness of mobility and connectedness in North
American and Western and Northern Europe (as well as parts of Asia, as will be
discussed in chapter seven) and it becomes very apparent that the relationship
between public and private has undergone some (at least) subtle shifts since the
early years of the twentieth century.

Conclusion

This chapter has situated the current research in the wider fields of
scholarly literature which inform it and to which it aims to contribute. It explained
the specific ways in which concepts will be used in the chapters that follow (and
how these differ from standard usages), and identified the overarching framework
of the research as a whole.
Social philosophies, scripts, and built-in expectations are communicated
through the consumption-themed materials that are produced about a
technology, as well as in the technology itself. Ads work as media of social
communication to explain and contribute to each of these as well as forming a
part of the sedimented layers of technologies upon which new technologies are
introduced. The processes of domestication, normalization and routinization are
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what turn the novel into the taken-for-granted, and these processes form a part of
the symbolic background against which new advertisements and promotional
materials are introduced since they incorporate popular knowledge about how a
thing is used in situ. The theories of networks, mobilities, and consumption that
inform the analysis throughout this dissertation also contribute to these materials,
and shed some light on how consumers make sense of how a particular
technology can or should be positioned in their lives. Because I begin from a
point of view that society is necessarily composed of both human and nonhuman components, the interplay between humans and the technologies they
encounter in daily life is of key interest here.
Overall, the chapter outlined the ways in which the home and its
relationship to non-home spaces might be more fully included in conceptions of
the networked society or of a hybrid sociality given the continued importance of
the domestic in North American life. The next chapter outlines the methodological
approach to the magazine and CABA materials and explains the ways in which
home environments and their inhabitants have been actively constructed,
configured, and scripted by visions of what the home could or should be like as
articulated by advertisers and manufacturers.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

The substantive chapters of this research draw upon an extensive
analysis of advertising, trade, and related documentary materials in order to
illuminate key theoretical arguments about the emergence of the networked
home, specifically those related to networks, mobilities, and consumption.
Accordingly, this chapter sets out the methodological framework and specific
analytic methods used to identify dominant forms of „narrative positioning‟ over
the period 1906-2008. In addition, the chapter will show how advertising has
altered significantly over the twentieth century in its own right, raising several
methodological questions relevant to the chapters that follow.
Advertisements and the other materials used in this dissertation are active
rather than reflective phenomena. By this I mean that they actively construct
visions of the ideal home and of the relationships between various elements
within the home, rather than simply reflecting some actual reality of how the
home is. All materials examined in this dissertation are representative of
commercial interests; this means that the cultural values that might be seen in
these materials are those of dominant interests – how manufacturers and
advertisers think their products ought to be understood rather than the ways in
which users attach cultural meaning and value to those same products. Similarly,
advertisers, those parties who take over the promotion and dissemination of a
product and the political, social, and ideological messages that are contained
within it (or that the advertiser aims to have included in the public‟s view of the
product), actively work to construct a „consuming public‟ who understand
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particular things about the product on offer – how it should be understood within
the rest of the galaxy of goods in the home, who should use it, what sorts of
competences and skills sets and other goods are required to make the best of
use of the thing. In other words, the „scripts‟ that are built-in to any product are
actively communicated through advertising, as are aspects of dominant
ideologies and social philosophies at the time the ad was produced.
Taken together, these materials represent a compelling way to examine
the ideological messages built into images of the home that demonstrate
assumptions about the characteristics and skill sets of users and about other
things present in the domestic environment. A key point in the analysis of all of
the empirical materials involves the tension between acknowledging that things –
technologies, advertisements, and other artefacts – embody political and social
messages and meanings that arise during their design and production (and
which are frequently representative of dominant interests), as well as in their use,
but that other forces – primarily myth (in the form articulated by Barthes 1972;
see also McFall 2004 and Danesi 2002) and its outcome naturalization (see also
Barnard 2001 and Tichi 1991) – work to obscure these messages and meanings
to make them appear neutral and no longer subject to negotiation or
interpretation. Myth thus normalizes dominant interests and erases their origins. I
draw upon Barthes‟ work on myth rather than execute it in this dissertation. In
other words, I am inspired by Barthes‟ idea of second order signification and
myth, and use it here as a way to guide my analysis of images rather than as the
key analytical framework for the dissertation as a whole. More specifically,
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advertising functions as an educator in many cases, informing viewers about
what sorts of things one must purchase to be culturally appropriate (at the very
least) by drawing on mythic meanings that continue to circulate in media.38
Just as myth as depoliticized speech works to erase its origins, so too do
convergences

become

naturalized

and

normalized

(and

therefore

unquestionable), as do all technologies, including workplace philosophies applied
to non-work environments. Social philosophies help to normalize and naturalize
changing expectations about home-work and domestic technologies by
transferring ideas and systems that were useful in the workplace to non-work
environments. Myth may also be considered a tool here, in that it can support
social philosophies, such as Taylorism or scientific management by inserting
them into images that are consumed by the public, as in, for example,
advertising, which further serves to normalize that social philosophy.
This dissertation focuses on images of the domestic environment in
general and of the kitchen in particular in mass-circulation (North) American
38

„Meaning‟ is difficult to pin down:
The meaning of objects, as anthropologists have long insisted, derives from their
uses, their forms and their patterns of circulation – it is not an inherent „essence‟
but a judgement conferred by others. For these reasons it is proposed that
meaning is best understood as comprised of both semantic and pragmatic
elements. Use, far from a separate category, is a major factor in the
determination of meaning.
This simultaneously semantic and pragmatic conception of meaning suggests a
contingent nature, whereby meaning is bound up with the context of use and is,
of necessity, subject to change. This conception raises awkward questions for
critical accounts of the commercial devaluation of meaning. If meaning is not a
contingent construct, how does advertising get into it in the first place? If it is a
contingent construct, how then does advertising achieve privileged status over all
other sources in the determination of meaning? Meaning, its sources and
determinations, is a notoriously slippery category that shifts over time, space,
context and between users. In these circumstances evaluating the impact of
advertising on meaning becomes a speculative and potentially limitless
interpretative task (McFall 2004: 92-93).
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magazines and industry research and development reports39 as a way of
understanding how the general reading public – as potential consumers – were
and are imagined and constructed by manufacturers and advertisers. 40
Magazines in general and advertisements in particular present to their readers
visions of an ideal world, which is mediated and made coherent by editorial staff
and writers, who, in both cases examined here, are somewhat constrained by
what advertisers and manufacturers present to them. In other words, because
magazines rely so heavily on advertising to be profitable (Leiss et al. 2005: 124),
writers and editors are limited in the extent to which they may deviate in the
messages they construct from the images that are created by advertisers on
behalf of manufacturers. Writers of industry reports, such as those of which the
CABA Research Library is composed, are also constrained by financial interests.
This chapter outlines the broad considerations associated with developing
a methodological approach suitable for research of this type. It then moves on to
discussions of the key functions of advertising and industry research materials.
39

The temporal period under examination in the advertisements spans the one hundred years
between 1906 and 2006. The CABA Research Library and the LG web materials carry on to the
end of 2008.
40
Simple definitions of „advertiser‟ and „advertising‟ or „advertisement‟ are also difficult to settle
on. McFall, for example, explains that
critical discourse, particularly that in the semiotic tradition, understands
advertising fundamentally as a technique of influencing demand through
managing the meanings of products. Advertisements attempt to make products
mean particular things largely through associating them with other, often
tenuously related, „things‟. This is one of the most widely remarked features of
advertising. […]The semiotic approach thus invokes a materialist conception of
meaning, where the constructed artifice of advertising stands in opposition to
„real‟ historical meaning (2004: 91-92).
Here, the following distinctions will be made: advertiser refers to those person(s) or agencies
responsible for the creation of materials designed to persuade or inform potential consumers
about a product on offer from a manufacturer. Advertising will refer to the process or the results of
the process of creating advertisements, and an advertisement will be defined in a commonsense
way – something that persuades, informs, educates, etc. viewers about a product on offer. All
advertisements discussed here are in print form. A brief history of the separate field of marketing
can be found in Cochoy (1998). The messages built into advertisements are discussed below.
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Next, strategies for reading these sorts of materials that are based in discourse
analytic and semiotic strategies are identified. The final sections of the chapter
explain the specific details of the research undertaken for this dissertation and
identify the challenges and limitations associated with the project overall.

Methodological Considerations

Due to the variety of materials and their sources, a multi-method approach
is required for this research, one that is capable of helping to develop a narrative
about moments of convergence and processes of networking, mobilities, and
consumption in the domestic sphere. Discourse analysis helps to make the shift
between visual and textual materials by highlighting central themes that carry
through all of the materials, such as market-based consumption, the ubiquity of
domestic and information-communication technologies, and the increasing
mobility that seems to characterize everyday life in North America. Thus, the first
few substantive chapters use advertisements, advice writing, editorials, floor
plans, and photo features from mass-circulation magazines Good Housekeeping
(GH) and House Beautiful (HB) to illustrate the presence of networking and
convergence in the domestic sphere. Some aspects of discourse analysis as
articulated by Rose (2001) are also employed, especially those that deal with
ideology. By employing tactics based in the discourse analytic concern with
ideology (Rose 2001; see also Leiss et al. 2005) and „operationalized‟ by
semiotic tools for reading visual images such as those articulated by McFall
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(2004), Danesi (2002), Williamson (1978), and Barthes (1972), the goal is to
explain how dominant interests (manufacturers, publishers, advertisers, and
sometimes government) were expressed through popular magazines in the
period between 1906 and 2006, and in industry research documents from 1993
to 2008; how these popular magazine materials meant to communicate to
viewers/readers assumptions and directions about their home lives and domestic
arrangements (configuring the user), including how their time and space at home
were to be used; and finally how these assumptions and the visual cues provided
point to the existence of networks within the home environment throughout the
time period under scrutiny here.
The fact that, for example, many images collected contained no people
means that any relationships between the advertised product and human users
must be inferred or communicated by text, if present, or by juxtaposition to other
images in the ad that communicate to a visually literate reader the kind of person
who should be using the product, the location in which the product should be
used, and what other products, services, and utilities are presumed to be present
in that environment. Advertising, then, especially when combined with editorial
content that reinforces its messages, teaches potential consumers not only what
they should do with the product, but also what their lives should look like.41 These
messages are composed of scripts, profit motives, social philosophies, dominant

41

McFall observes that “[t]he term „advertise‟ is from the French, meaning to inform, warn or
announce, but its specific association with commercial promotional activity appears to have been
a gradual process. In the 1600s „advertisement‟ – as evidenced by the publication of numerous
notices of absconding servants, missing spouses and stolen property under the title
„advertisement‟ – was roughly synonymous with „announcement‟ or „notice‟” (2004: 155).
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interests and popular ideologies, as well as expectations and assumptions about
readers, their homes, and skill sets.
I explore the documents produced by manufacturers, advertisers and
publishers to discover the ways in which the materials produced by these
interests depict convergence of various kinds in the domestic sphere, via the
three main themes of the dissertation (networks, mobility, and consumption).
Thus, while I do not deny the role of the reader in constructing meaning from
these texts, this process is a part of the post-acquisition phase of the
consumption process, and, while beyond the scope of the current research, a
study of this would make an excellent companion to it.42 In order to make sense
of these various materials, however, a post-structuralist orientation to meaning
construction (i.e. that meaning is constructed rather than „uncovered‟ as a
product of the authors‟ intention by the reader – see McFall 2004) must be
suspended in favour of seeing things from the authoritative points of view of the
producers of these materials. Advertising is, after all, about informing and
constructing potential consumers about products and persuading them that they
42

Leiss et al. point out the potential contribution of semiotics to this companion project:
Semiotics highlights the way that we ourselves take part in the creation of
meaning in messages, suggesting that we are not mere bystanders in the
advertising process, but participants in creating a code that unites the designer
and reader. If we are not adequately aware of the relevant referent system, we
will not be able to decode the message. As audiences are fragmented into
smaller and smaller market segments, the operative codes for each target group
become more specialized. Advertisers generally like working with narrowly
defined groups rather than with diffuse, broadly-based general audiences. The
more narrowly one can define an audience and the more specialized the
knowledge one can draw from, the more certain one can be of speaking to
people in a language they will respond to (2005: 164-165).
My intent in this dissertation is not to create a definitive account of the advertisements and other
materials examined here, but is rather to use these materials to argue for a reconsideration of the
way the home and domestic technologies have been theorized and understood in North American
social thought. The ways in which readers are implicated in processes of meaning-making is a
contested field (see McFall 2004; Rose 2001).
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need the product on offer.43 Understanding advertising is much like
understanding discourse, then: “A key to understanding discourse is to
understand the processes of enunciation: that is, who is speaking and to whom”
(Bertrand and Hughes 2005: 213).
In an effort to try to understand who they were speaking to, advertisers
and manufacturers alike began to use audience or market research, particularly
in the post-war period. The results of the research undertaken by advertising
agencies since the early part of the twentieth century eventually began to flow
back to manufacturers: “Ultimately, the skills, sensitivity, and knowledge about
consumers acquired in the process of media research were used to help
manufacturers appreciate and cater to the idiosyncrasies of the consumer.
Audience and market research gradually came to play an important part in
business strategy” (Leiss et al. 2005: 125; see also McFall 2004). In this
research, the reciprocal relationship between manufacturers and advertisers is
an important one to establish so that the connection between the materials from
the CABA Research Library and advertising generally can be seen more clearly;
information about audiences flows backwards and forwards through market
research, employed by both advertisers and manufacturers (and collected by

43

Because of the persuasive bent of much print advertising, combined with market and audience
research, and the larger goals of advertising, those who create advertisements acknowledge
something like the post-structuralist position toward meaning creation by audiences (see Bertrand
and Hughes 2005:232). The use of rhetorical devices, intertextuality and the assumption of
shared cultural and social references suggests that although advertisers wish to control the ways
in which ads are understood, they know that audiences/viewers must be allowed to construct their
own meanings, at least about the form and content of the ad if it is to be successful as a
communication device. Advertising is in this way about controlling the myriad connections that
might be drawn between what is seen and what is assumed (see also Leiss et al. 2005).
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both) to determine what will sell best in the market, and how to most effectively
sell it to specific groups of potential consumers.
Manufacturers and advertisers have been connected to one another in
various ways since well before the beginning of the period under examination
here, and in some ways these relationships demonstrate very clearly the marketbased economic model in which these powerful interests were operating and
continue to operate in today. Early in the history of the industry, advertisers
frequently owned a part of the companies that produced the products they
advertised; some advertising was also done in-house by manufacturers without
any involvement from separate or „professional‟ advertisers (McFall 2004). The
growth of advertising agencies was tied to their role as brokers of media time and
space for producers of goods and services (McFall 2004; see also Leiss et al.
2005).44

Ideology, Education and Myth

The emphasis on what advertisers and manufacturers envision or imagine
that the world should be like is part of the effort to understand the ideological
underpinnings of network formation in the domestic sphere. McFall explains that
the motivations of communicators of the social meaning of goods (advertisers)
are based in ideology (2004). Barthes‟ (1972) idea that myth as expressed by
advertising works to obscure the bourgeois ideology with which it is invested by

44

Leiss et al. (2005) also point out that advertising changed the way that media organizations
operated because of the financial pressure put on the various media in which they bought space.
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normalizing it has remained a pervasive one in studies of advertising (e.g.
Williamson 1978; McFall 2004; Danesi 2002).45 In fact, and despite the
involvement of market research in the production of advertising since at least the
interwar period (McFall 2004; Leiss et al. 2005), the creation of these images is
based not only on the imagined (or created) need the product answers but also
on maintaining a continuity in which the market-based capitalist economy (in
which advertising thrives) is not disrupted.46
New products must be introduced in a way that demonstrates the
continuity of these concepts. Thus, potential consumers must be taught how new
or innovative products fit into their lives. Materials like the ones examined here
are educational in at least two ways. First, they – individually and together – form
a set of expectations about what life should be like; that is, they teach
readers/viewers about social norms and expectations. The promotional products
of manufacturers and advertisers, such as those explored here, contribute to the
scripts (Akrich 1992) about home, work, communication, ICTs, family, domestic
technologies, and the like, and do so by drawing on the meanings, messages,
and social philosophies present in other texts, including other advertisements.
Scripting as an outcome of advertising as social communication, in other words,
helps to teach consumers about the product and how their lives ought to be (as
imagined by producers) by drawing on other products, advertisements, and sets
45

Barthes claims that 'myth' is a system of speech that works on second order signification. In
other words, the meaning of a signifier-signified relationship is hollowed out and replaced by
some other meaning, meaning that is depoliticized. Who is responsible for this substitution?
Dominant (what Barthes calls 'bourgeois') interests through media such as advertising and
magazine photography use this system to naturalize their own interests by erasing the process of
meaning's creation, rendering them unquestionable.
46
Attendant concepts that underpin American ways of life (such as family, home, hard work
leading to reward, etc.) are also subject to this treatment.
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of knowledge that the consumer is presumed to have. The CABA materials
demonstrate a reliance on the sedimented layers of sociotechnical devices (see
chapter two), which is also an acknowledgement of the field of meanings into
which new technologies are introduced.
Second, the magazine materials in particular teach readers about new
products available and about why they are needed, how they fit into the readers‟
lives, and who should have them. The CABA materials serve a similar purpose:
they teach readers (other manufacturers) about what manufacturers believe
about potential consumers, why they need the products in development, how
they will fit into readers‟ lives, and what sorts of potential consumers should have
them. In fairly substantial ways, both the magazine materials and the CABA
materials demonstrate to consumers the ways in which network formations
occur, how and what they should consume, and how consumers are expected to
be both mobile and tech-savvy to meet the demands of an increasingly flexibly
scheduled day-to-day life.
Advertising as a visual form relies heavily on shared meanings and
advertisers assume that readers will understand or recognize the other images
and texts to which their own image or text 47 refers; Leiss et al. point out that,
even during the formative years of the industry, advertisers “employed an
increasingly complex array of symbols and images drawn from a storehouse of
cultural references” (2005: 126).

This creation of shared understanding by

reference to other texts is explained by Rose as intertextuality:

47

I use „text‟ here (as it is used in much of the relevant literature) to mean “a complex sign put
together in a specific way” (Danesi 2002: 229).
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Discourses are articulated though all sorts of visual and images and
texts, specialized or not, and also through the practices that those
languages permit. The diversity of forms through which a discourse
can be articulated means that intertextuality is important to
understanding discourse. Intertextuality refers to the way that the
meanings of any one discursive image or text depend not only on
that one text or image, but also on the meanings carried by other
images and texts (2001: 136; see also Bertrand and Hughes 2005).
One has only to read studies of advertising that were produced outside of his/her
own culture (and sometimes country or time period) to understand that this is so
since the circulating references present in many texts are often culturally specific
in their interpretation.
Codes function in much the same way, organizing circulating references
and helping to make sense of the wide variety of messages that circulate within
in any text.48 Danesi explains that
[c]odes are „organizational systems or grids‟ for the recurring
elements that go into the constitution of anything that humans
make, including signs, rituals, spectacles, behaviours, and
representations of all kinds. They can be as highly formal as, for
example, the code of arithmetic in which all the structures
(numerals) and rules (addition, subtraction, etc.) are firmly
established. Or they can be highly flexible as, for example, the code
for greeting people, which varies according to who the participants
in the greeting ritual are (2002: 42).
Intertextuality and culturally specific codes are present, for example, in McFall‟s
(2004) discussion of an ad for a particular type of baby carriage; it is a relatively
recent ad that does not include an image of the product on offer. 49 Similarly,
using hockey references to sell Tim Hortons products may be incomprehensible
48

The codes associated with „home‟, „work‟, the division between the two, „gender‟, „housework‟,
and others are all at issue here. It may, in fact, be possible that another code can be identified
here, one that organizes those recurring elements associated with domestic technologies.
49
Her discussion is, however, about a completely different topic made much more difficult to
follow before the product to which she refers is clarified.
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to someone who has not been immersed in Canadian symbols and shared
references.50 That the founder and namesake of the chain was himself a player
in the National Hockey League (NHL) in the middle of the twentieth century may
not be known to all Canadians but the play on words of „Timbits Hockey‟, for
example, simultaneously references a donut product sold by the chain, a national
pastime/obsession, and relates the small size of the donut to the small size of the
players in the Timbit hockey age group (four- to eight-year-olds). Television ads
for Tim Hortons are frequently exercises in building the brand by playing on
Canadian nationalism and by depicting several different scenarios in which the
product (usually represented by disposable coffee cups bearing the logo) is
featured as a prop, an incidental inclusion, or a part of the actors‟ costumes;
while participating in any range of activities, Tim Hortons is always there. How
are viewers to understand this? The preferred interpretation is likely that national
unity, team spirit, sportsmanship, family values, skill at playing hockey, and
friendship are all outcomes of consuming Tim Hortons products. To consume
Tim Hortons products – especially the coffee – is to be Canadian, and vice versa.
This is, of course, an argument made by Williamson (1978) with respect to the
Chanel No.5 ad featuring Catherine Deneuve, and is also found in Barthes‟
(1972) Mythologies, in which readers are assumed to be familiar with midtwentieth century French values, culture, class structure, and media.

Print

advertising (and perhaps all promotional discourse) should thus be understood

50

Friesen and Perreaux (2010) explain that new Canadians are often those who are the most
enthusiastic supporters of Canada‟s NHL teams. The Tim Hortons commercials appear to
acknowledge this when they show, for example, new arrivals from warm climates being greeted
at the airport with winter coats and disposable cups from Tim Hortons.
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as both a product of and reliant upon the culture and time period in which it is
produced. It also helps to create the codes and images that circulate in everyday
life.
Leiss et al.‟s (2005) explanation of print advertising formats in twentieth
century North America helps to explain some of the dominant codes used during
this period, and is significant here because these advertising codes work on the
premise that each successive format builds upon the formats that were dominant
in earlier eras.51 In other words, formats layer upon one another in a way similar
to the processes associated with the ways that new or innovative technologies
rely on layers of already familiar technologies to be present in order for their own
introduction to be successful. Although these advertising formats build upon one
another – and earlier dominant formats do not entirely disappear – this is not to
51

The methodological approach taken by Leiss et al. (2005) is, according to McFall and
importantly for present purposes, unique amongst studies employing semiotic approaches:
For them the deconstruction of individual advertisements is not sufficient; rather,
they combine economic, socio-cultural, institutional and textual dimensions of
analysis to enable them to describe advertising‟s provision of a „cultural frame for
goods‟. This term signals how advertising, through its proximity to major
economic concerns and its pervasiveness in everyday life, defines the interplay
between people and objects in a „consumer society‟, where goods act primarily to
communicate meaning rather than to satisfy wants. Advertising‟s place in the
transition to consumer society is evidenced by historical changes in the format
and content of advertising (2004; 39-40).
She also argues that Leiss et al. (2005) identify contemporary advertising as a „privileged form of
discourse,‟ one that has taken over the role that, in the past, had been performed by institutions
like the church, the state, and the broader communication of social norms (McFall 2004: 39).
Leiss et al. themselves explain that
[o]ver the course of the preceding century, the marketplace itself has become a
significant medium of social communication. The space left over in personal life
has been filled largely by what we call the mass media‟s discourses through and
about objects. We intend this seemingly awkward phrase to convey the following
basic idea: Communications among persons, in which individuals send „signals‟
to others about their attitudes, expectations, their sense of identity, values,
intentions and aesthetic expression, are strongly associated with, and expressed
through, patterns of ownership, preference, display, and use of things. We also
intend this phrase to convey something more specific – namely, that a significant
portion of our daily public talk, thought, and action within the expanded market
setting is about consumer goods and what they can do for us or should mean to
us (2005: 4).
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say that the development of advertising strategies follows a linear path. The
basic advertising formats here work to explain “the broad changes in
advertising‟s pattern of representation through which people and products are
brought into a meaningful relationship” (Leiss et al. 2005:170).52
In the first format, product-information (also known as rational or „reasonwhy‟), the product is the centre of attention. In the Electric Era, this style of
advertisement was predominant. All elements of the ad explain the product and
its uses. Text is used mainly to “describe the product and its benefits,
characteristics, performance, or construction. Little other information is available
and little reference is made to the user or the context of use of the product,
except instructions or special offers” (Leiss et al. 2005:175). Reader-consumers
are thought to be capable of making purchasing decisions with little persuasion
based on anything but the product itself. Later in this era, symbolic attributes of
products began to be incorporated into advertising, although products and their
qualities remained at the centre. This format has been in declining use since its
heyday in the early part of the twentieth century.
Some similar elements are present in the product-image format (which
was popular in the early part of the Era of Automobility). In this format the product
“becomes embedded or „situated‟ in a symbolic context that imparts meaning to
the product beyond its constituent elements or benefits” (Leiss et al. 2005: 175).
This symbolic association does not necessarily work on logical or immediately

52

This point cannot be overstated: a linear or simple progression from one advertising format to
another does not exist. Instead, the changes build on antecedent circumstances in advertising
(and, it might be supposed, political, social, and economic conditions) and older formats never
completely die out.
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coherent connections but once established “brings the product into a meaningful
relationship with abstract values and ideas signified by a natural or social setting”
(Leiss et al. 2005: 179). The increasing use of art and photography in advertising
resulted in these connections being easier to make.
The personalized format became increasingly present in the later part of
the Era of Automobility. In it, “people are explicitly and directly interpreted in their
relationship to the world of the product. Social admiration, pride of ownership,
anxiety about lack of use, or satisfaction in consumption become important
humanizing dimensions of the interpretation of products” (Leiss et al. 2005: 184).
The „self-transformation‟ ad is a sub-category of this format. In this style of ad,
possession or use of the product is suggested to help consumers make
themselves better in some way. Another sub-format puts the product at the
centre of social interaction – “in all ads of this type, the product is woven firmly
into the web of human social interaction. Romance, friendship, social status, and
the family provide the main social contexts for product use and association […].”
(Leiss et al. 2005:190).53 Leiss et al. explain that
[t]he common ground in all these variants is the „personalization‟ of
the product image. The framework of interpretation is built
specifically and directly around a relationship between people and
products. The product no longer stands as an autonomous object
independent of the human world, but rather is displayed as an
integral part of the codification of human existence and interaction
(2005: 190).
The final format outlined by Leiss et al. is the lifestyle format. This
combines aspects of the product-image and personalized formats. In one variant
53

As noted above, these tactics have been used in ads since the early twentieth century. Leiss et
al. (2005) argue that despite this earlier presence, tactics based on anxiety and perceived lack
became more popular and were used extensively in this format later in the century.
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of this format, “the ideal of social identity is conveyed primarily through the
display of the product in a social context” (Leiss et al. 2005: 194). In another
major variant of this format, an activity is the force that unifies the product, the
people, and the setting (Leiss et al. 2005: 194). Lifestyle ads became most
prominent after 1950, and appear to be intertwined with the ascendance of
advertising tactics and techniques that incorporate elements of the brand (see
Lury 2004).
The move away from rational advertising strategies in the early part of the
twentieth century is indicative of the increasing involvement of psychologists
(Zuckerman 1998), and more complex and elaborate market research techniques
(McFall 2004) in the advertising process. It also points to a shift concurrent with
the move towards national advertising and widely recognized products and away
from local products and advertising, which in turn fostered the development of
branding and brand identity. Non-rational advertising and branding both work by
encouraging „feelings‟ in consumers that relate more to lifestyle and aspirational
issues than to the earlier information-based approach to ads, which trusted
consumers to be able to make decisions about whether the product in the ad was
right for them and their families (Zuckerman 1998; Lury 2004).54 Lury explains
the development of branding as a practice:
From the 1970s onwards, there was also a move away from the
branding of stand-alone products […] to the branding of product
ranges and the branding of services. In this respect too, there is an
increasing emphasis on the commercial significance of a dynamic
of product differentiation and brand integration. The product mix –
54

In some cases, ads used what Danesi (2002) calls the „imperative form‟, which explicitly tells
readers what to do or think with respect to the product.
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or brand object – that is produced in this way is sometimes said to
have three dimensions: width, depth, and consistency. The
dimension of width refers to the number of different product lines
established by a company (or brand proprietor). The depth refers to
the average number of items offered by the company within each
product line, while the consistency refers to how closely related the
various product lines are in end use, production requirements and
distribution channels. (2004: 25-26).
During the Internet era (chapter six), it is clear that GE, for example, worked to
expand all three of these elements by developing „suites of appliances‟ that fit
together, different „levels‟ of which were available at different price points and
stylistic profiles (e.g. HB18B: 50). With the ascent of branding as a key
advertising strategy, individual products become more difficult to follow
analytically – they „disappear‟ – as the brand is foregrounded.
With the shift to branded goods, not only was a decrease in variety
signaled (e.g. GH‟s inducement to have businesses carry Good Housekeeping
Institute {GHI}-approved and nationally available products) alongside the
standardization of the product, so too was trust sought by manufacturers
competing for customer loyalty. Not only, then, were consumers thought to be
less capable of deciding whether to purchase the product, but they were also
thought to need persuading and guidance toward purchasing a specific product.
The new advertising strategy that relied on appeals to psychology (based itself
on „scientific‟ measurement of consumers‟ reactions to advertisements),
combined with the placement of ads in proximity to related editorial content,
shifted decision-making and expert knowledge from the homemaker to the
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periodical and its advertisers by identifying insecurities and weaknesses in
readers and claiming to have solutions to these problems.55 56

Strategies for Reading: Discourse and Semiotics

In exploring the magazine and industry materials, I embrace the discourse
analytic perspective that ideology is manifested in cultural products such as
those found in magazines, for example, and that recognizes the socially
constructed nature of discourse and meaning production (see Rose 2001: Ch.
6).57 Ideological messages may be seen in the materials examined here in two
ways: first, the existence of these kinds of materials – print advertisements,
advice columns, editorials, research reports – in itself is an expression of
dominant interests. Magazine publishers such as Hearst and domestic
55

Advertisers‟ use of „scare copy‟ (Danesi 2002) including pseudo-scientific invented „diseases‟
and the potential implications of not using the product that could remedy these problems (end a
spinster, lose a job/miss a promotion, alienate friends, offend husband, etc.) represented the
industry‟s creation of a problem so that there was a need for the product being sold. These kinds
of ads seemed to work best for personal care and hygiene products such as deodorant,
toothpaste, and douche products for women because the ads suggested that the reader-viewer
might not be aware or able to tell that something was wrong; use of the product was thus seen as
a preventative measure to avoid losing friends and alienating people.
56
In the case of GH, the GHI also helped to move authority and expert knowledge out of the
home by telling readers how to do their housework and which tools or products should be used.
Although cloaked in terms of „consumer education‟ in the face of proliferating options between
goods, turning housewives (a category created by advertisers – see chapter five) into consumers
reliant on trust in nationally-branded goods meant a standardization of household expectations as
well as a removal of authority from women as expert keepers of the domestic sphere. As is
discussed throughout the following chapters, other social changes contributed to or were affected
by this, such as changing expectations about paid work outside the home, standards of childcare,
and household location. It is also the case that these changes in advertising were not the only
instance of shifting sites of authority and expert knowledge in the household as, for example,
appliances were simultaneously externally streamlined and made more internally complex (e.g.
the shift from wood or coal stoves to electricity).
57
„Discourse‟ is defined in here by Rose as referring to groups of statements which structure the
way a thing is thought, and the way we act on the basis of that thinking. In other words, discourse
is a “particular knowledge about the world which shapes how the world is understood and how
things are done in it” (2001: 136).
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technology interests such as Whirlpool are powerful players in the North
American marketplace. Other interests that pay for advertising in HB or GH or
that partner with CABA members are also relatively powerful when considered in
comparison to the „average‟ reader/consumer. Second, the strategies used to
produce these materials are meant to structure the ways in which they are read
and understood. Semiotics-based concepts such as myth (Barthes 1972) and
codes are used in this chapter to establish the framework for the ways in which
messages and meaning are addressed in the following chapters.58 These are
also used to help explain the ways that meaning is constructed by borrowing
from established and circulating understandings of cultural messages. 59
The discourse analytic concern with the production of authoritative
accounts is useful here. Both sets of materials are produced by organizations
that might reasonably be understood as parts of a group representing dominant
interests in North America, and which operate in a market economy based on
capitalist principles. Since each of the sets of materials are produced by
members of this group, the materials may be taken together as instances of
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For an overview of the more expansive and formal vocabulary of semiotic analysis
(connotation, denotation, anchorage, diegesis, metonomy, synecdoche, etc.), see Rose (2001)
and McFall (2004). For Barthes in particular, McFall argues that
[s]emiotics, at least for Barthes, was conceived as part of a much larger
explanation of the operation and reproduction of given societies. As a method,
semiotics is designed around the description and analysis of formal relations
between elements that contribute to the production of meaning, but instilled
within this is the view that the formal operation of meaning is strategically linked
to particular historical intentions, in accordance with the interests of ruling
groups. In its coordination with ideology, semiotics achieves this by suppressing
authentic, historical meanings that derive from the dialectical reality of man‟s
relation to nature (2004: 14-15).
59

Leiss et al.‟s (2005) organizational frames, explained above, are also used to help explain the
very concrete ways in which advertisements in particular were assembled throughout the
twentieth century.
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articulation of the same (or similar sets of) discourse(s). Rose (2001) points out
that an important part of investigations of a discourse‟s power is how that
[p]articular discourse works to persuade. How does it produce its
effects of truth? This is another aspect of discourse that [an]
analysis must address. Often this entails focusing on claims to
truth, or to scientific certainty, or to the natural way of things. As
well as the visual and textual devices used to claim truth, however,
it is useful to look for moments at which dissent from a discourse is
acknowledged (even if implicitly) and dealt with. Search for „the
work that is being done to reconcile conflicting ideas, to cope with
contradiction or uncertainty, or to counter alternatives‟ (Tonkiss,
1998: 255), because this work will highlight processes of
persuasion that may be otherwise be difficult to detect (2001: 154).
The tools of the semiotic approach (McFall 2004; Rose 2001) are employed as a
way of describing and explaining what sorts of contributions these materials
make to the discourse(s) that are emblematic of dominant interests.
I disagree with assertions that semiotic analyses are not or cannot be
concerned with the social and economic conditions of the production of those
texts it analyses. Danesi claims that “Semiotics is […] a discipline aiming to study
sign-based behaviour, not a tool for carrying out critiques of political and social
systems” (2002: 34), which is far too narrow a view of what semiotic approaches
might do, particularly if one accepts that signs are constitutive of political and
social systems when taken together. The ways in which signs relate to one
another and to messages and meanings more broadly is a key aspect of the
approach that I take here, and I do this primarily by exploring Barthes‟ (1972)
articulation of „myth‟ and „mythology‟ (see also McFall 2004; Danesi 2002).
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Myth is a force in the production and framing of meaning within a
particular (social) context.60 For example,

Barthes‟ (1972) Mythologies

approaches myth as something that encourages viewers of the images to
understand meaning in specific ways. By erasing its own origins and interests,
myth depoliticizes speech and signs so that the meaning of a particular sign is
hollowed out and filled in by any number of more banal or innocuous meanings.
Dominant interests, profit motives, social control mechanisms, and avenues for
challenging the messages communicated by the image are all obscured in the
case of mythic communication. The role of myth in depoliticizing speech not only
partially informs Williamson‟s (1978) analysis, but also helps to illustrate some of
the ways in which it is that messages repeated over time and across different
media become meaningful in a way that only vaguely points to the initial referent.
McFall explains how this works:
Williamson deploys the terminology of semiotics to describe how a
currency of signs enables the transference of meaning on to
products. This transference is crucial in advanced capitalist
economies because of the need to differentiate basically similar
products. To this end, bizarre and illogical juxtapositions of
products and objects/meanings take on a natural status, and this is
construed, as in Barthes‟ formulation, as an ideological process.
60

While Barthes‟ perspective is considered to be one of the key texts that made semiotics an
accepted way of analyzing visual culture in the last part of the twentieth century (Danesi 2002;
Williamson 1978), Mosco (2005) takes a different approach by examining the ways in which
classical myth as a constantly circulating system of meaning is used and interpreted in the
discourse that surrounds the introduction of ICTs. As new technologies, Mosco argues, are
introduced, the public forgets that each myth about the new technology was also employed as a
way of introducing older technologies that are now quite commonplace and normalized. One of
Mosco‟s clearest arguments here is that everything that was said about the Internet causing the
death of distance and facilitating of democracy, for example, was also said about broadcast
television in the 1970s. Other – and older – communication technology systems, such as the
telegraph, the radio, and cable television, are also implicated here. In some ways, then, this is an
important argument for keeping the claims made in the CABA materials in perspective since
images of the future in advertising often appear to promise exaggerated possibilities for future
generations of consumers (see Ball and Smith 1992; Williamson 1978).
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Adverts utilise a pre-existing referent system of meaning, because
the product, prior to signification in the advert, has no meaning.
Having captured meaning, the product becomes the signified – so,
Chanel No. 5 equals Catherine Deneuve. This is a step towards the
product itself as a signifier of meaning, having taken over the
„reality‟ from which its meaning was originally abducted. In this way
products can generate the feelings they represent, as in „Clairol
equals happiness‟; or they can offer themselves as the currency for
something else, as in „Anne French equals clear skin equals
boyfriends‟ (2004: 19).
Mythology is “the study of how these relations operate at a more general,
„macro‟ level. For Barthes, myth is a kind of second-order system, „staggered‟ in
relation to language, the first system. Signs that function as total units of meaning
at the first level are thus reduced to mere signifiers at the second. Meaning in
myth comes from combinations of signs that collectively express broader, cultural
ideas” (McFall 2004:12). The messages and meanings about home, work,
communication, domestic technology, networks, and the like, that circulate in the
North American consciousness create the codes and expectations that are
present in the materials explored here, for example, which are also products of
the ideologies of the powerful producers of these messages. Myth works to
obscure these dominant interests by naturalizing them: “In Barthes‟s schema
myth observes the dialectical structure of the real and serves the interests of the
bourgeoisie by concealing their existence. The bourgeoisie are made invisible
because myth acts to transform bourgeois interests into the everyday, the
apparently natural order of things […]” (McFall 2004: 14). In other words, the
“naturalizing of specific historical intentions is how myth operates as a bourgeois
ideology,” and in this dominant interests (the bourgeoisie) are made invisible by
these interests becoming the apparent “natural order of things” (McFall 2004:13).
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In short, then, in this dissertation, discourse analytic and semiotic
approaches are tightly bound together in a methodological strategy that aims to
identify both the micro and macro level meanings in the magazine and CABA
materials and to move back and forth between these levels to demonstrate the
historical and continuing presence of sociotechnical networks, including social
philosophies (Robins and Webster 1999) and ideological messages built in to
constituent technologies, that connect the domestic to the extra-domestic.

Methods and Analysis

The analytic tools employed in this dissertation are used to examine the
suggestions and assumptions made and images created by advertisers,
manufacturers, and magazine personnel about what the domestic sphere should
be like.61 I take a cue from Spigel in this respect:
Clearly, the documents I use here […] do not reflect their society
directly. I look at mass media as evidence not for what people do,
think, or feel but for evidence of what they read, watch, and say.
From this perspective, media products form an intertextual network
– a set of related texts – through which people encounter
statements about and images of their social world. These
statements and images form a horizon of expectations about that
world (1998:15).
In pulling apart the patterns identified in the following chapters, I rely on
tactics inspired by Fangman et al.‟s (2004) and Cook‟s (2004) work, for example,
which explain the relationships between circulating (sometimes commonsense)
61

Goffman (1979), addressing gender in advertising, uses similar tools to those I use here,
especially those that recognize themes and patterns rather than quantitative or overly
programmatic analyses of a set of advertisements.
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systems of meaning and the images and other materials examined. Fangman et
al., in their study of female weight management in 1920s print media, identify
„symbolic convergence theory‟ and explain that, as an approach, it can “provide
insight about how individuals and groups of people come to embrace shared
understandings about the social world around them” (2004: 224). This approach
assumes that the exchange of rhetorical symbols produces reality. I argue that
although this exchange may certainly contribute to the creation of common
understandings of what is „real‟, it is the meanings of the things that exist that are
most important in this approach. In other words, the meanings that are attached
to objects and phenomena in the social world are created by this exchange of
rhetorical symbols, and not the objects or phenomena themselves.62 Magazine
ads and editorial content frequently include themes that are repeated across
publications and “the audience of a given magazine arrives at shared
understandings about the content of these themes; that is, their „shared realities
converge in important ways‟” (Duffy and Gotcher 1996:35). These themes also
form a part of the ideological and scripted messages that influence the ways in
which a product is advertised.
Cook‟s approach to the construction of childhood as category in industry
publications is similar to the ways I approach the CABA materials here. In
particular, he notes that
[t]rade publications represent what Erving Goffman called the back
stage of social encounters – a space away from the scrutinizing
gaze of the general public where the work of erecting a façade gets
accomplished. Surely, no „true‟ trade secrets are revealed in these
pages, as the readership consists of competitors. Nor is the truth
62

Although see the note above about invented „diseases‟ in advertising.
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value of trade members‟ statements any stronger or weaker in the
trade world than in any other form of discourse. Rather, it is most
fruitful to approach trade material as providing an entrée into a
historically situated semantic domain and thus as evidence of a
perspective or perspectives (Cook 2004:18).
Most of what is written in trade publications is not meant for mass consumption,
and this means that it forms a much different sort of contribution to the discursive
construction of „childhood‟ in Cook‟s work, or, in this research, the networked
home.
As noted in the preceding section, the methodological strategy for this
dissertation draws from two – at times tensely – related fields: discourse analysis
and semiotic analysis. The approach that I use follows the spirit of each of these
while navigating a course that tries to avoid most of the pitfalls associated with
employing either one on its own. Because the dissertation is an argument for a
reconsideration of the home as a site of network(ed) sociality based on instances
of convergence rather than a report on fieldwork or about some set of data that is
meant to produce replicable and generalizable results, a flexible strategy for
reading the materials is needed. So, instead of creating rigid coding categories,
which would have been the case had content analysis been the only
methodological approach (Rose 2001) (or even the more flexible categories
associated with discourse analysis on its own) and avoiding the individual-level
analysis frequently involved in semiotic approaches, I looked at both sets of
materials for patterns and for moments of convergence. Using the questions
noted below, I reviewed each set of materials at least three times to establish
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patterns and to identify instances of convergence that are explained in depth in
each of the substantive chapters that follow.
The identification of the patterns was, inevitably, influenced by
assumptions and definitions that pre-existed my engagement with the materials. I
also had in mind a purpose for employing each set of materials, which was to
determine the character of the relationships between technologies, users, and
various other parties; in other words, these relationships were presumed to exist
in advance of any data collection or analysis. These relationships, in whatever
form, indicate the kind of network formations at work in the domestic sphere.
„Network‟ here, then, is to be understood as a combination of technical and nontechnical participants and connections.63 How networked people and things are
related to one another in the eyes of manufacturers, publishers, and advertisers
is illustrated in the materials from GH and HB; the goal of the methodological
approach is to identify those relationships, to explain these in some detail, and to
point to the instances or ways in which network participants began to come
together, to converge, in more concrete ways in these materials. These accounts
are meant to be detailed, compelling narratives of specific instances or
examples; the aim is to tell one small part of an overlooked story of domestic
technologies rather than to compose an exhaustive account of networks in
domestic spaces.
The data collection for this dissertation was guided by a set of broad
questions that helped to guide the collection of specific materials. These

63

See chapter two for a more complete account of how „network‟ is used in this dissertation.
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questions were referred to during all phases of data collection and through all
data sets. The questions are as follows:


How are domestic spaces configured in the materials? What
technical and non-technical elements are present? How are they
placed relative to one another?



What do the advice columns, articles, research reports, and other
non-advertisement materials say about how the home should be?
What, if anything, is implied?



What competences, skill sets, etc. are assumed to be present?
What technological systems?



How are people and things in the home shown to be connected to
one another, both within and outside the physical spaces of the
home? Are there any implied connections?



How, if at all, have the relationships between people and things in
domestic spaces been shown to change over time? In what ways?

After a research trip to the Toronto Reference Library in February of 2006
(in the case of the magazine materials) and ongoing online collection (of the
CABA materials, to 2008) had resulted in a set of materials64 that visually
depicted or otherwise explicitly addressed kitchens (whether or not the ad was
for kitchen appliances), ads for kitchen appliances (whether or not the ad situated
the appliance in a kitchen), and articles that discussed in some way kitchencentred household issues, an analysis of the images proceeded according to the
loosely formulated list of questions noted above, which were purposely broadly
constructed to allow for unexpected or unanticipated connections, and for the
identification of patterns in the materials. „Eras‟ were also identified in the
64

This includes approximately 640 advertisements, 280 „other‟ pieces from the magazines,
including photo essays, advice columns, and floor plans, as well as approximately 35 entries from
CABA‟s Research Library.
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magazine materials, and are used as analytical tools rather than as indicators of
some differences that existed in the reality of the materials. In other words, the
eras used throughout what follows are discursive and organizational tools rather
than markers of clear differences or sharp departures within the materials. In all
cases, explicit or implied relationships between technologies, users, objects,
external systems and networks, mentions of one of the central organizational
concepts of this dissertation (e.g. networks, mobility, consumption of technology),
instances of convergence, or some reference to the public/private split or the
work/home balance were the focus of the examination of the materials gathered
from the magazines. The goal in taking this kind of approach was to highlight the
ways in which industries (advertising, appliance, home supply, etc.) and
publishers narratively positioned the domestic sphere, its internal relationships
and connections to the public sphere.
HB and GH were chosen for different reasons. First, GH represents the
kind of popular women‟s magazine (Zuckerman 1998) that was propelled by
advertising and was meant to appeal to women as economic decision-making
consumers for their households (see chapters four and five).65 HB, on the other
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It should be noted that the selection of GH as a key set of materials might bring with it some
biases in terms of the advertisers present in the magazine. The Good Housekeeping Institute
(GHI), in existence since 1911, tests all products advertised in the magazine and the magazine
will not permit advertisements for products that were not tested or that failed in the testing
process (it also will not release test results of products that do not advertise in the magazine
{Zuckerman 1998}). Thus, it is not simply a matter of manufacturers or advertisers buying ad
space in GH; the product must first be selected for and pass testing (manufacturers do not
request or pay for testing, or supply the products to be tested – GHI selects and buys, does
testing, and guarantees all of the products it tests). GHI selects for testing only those products
that might be of interest to GH readers – presumably high-end, expensive and/or very large
professional-style appliances do not automatically fall into this category. This means that there
are additional layers of consideration in the dominant interests represented by GH, which may
create a form of bias in the ads found in the magazine. That the emphasis in the dissertation lies
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hand, stands as an established „shelter‟ magazine that uses advertising (or that
was used by advertisers) to promote specific aesthetic visions of what a „home‟
should look like. Because a significant part of this dissertation entails examining
precedents for the current (networked) state of technologies in the domestic
sphere, including magazines that would explore different angles or aspects of
domestic space is important – GH and HB represent two examples.
The magazines do, however, share some important characteristics in
addition to being published by Hearst. First, both have been in print since the end
of the nineteenth century, which allows for a limited examination of the place of
appliances in consumer culture over the past century. Second, each magazine is
published monthly, which facilitated sampling and data collection. Also, both
magazines contain similar features, such as editorial content, advertising, and
features on domestic issues. Finally, both magazines have been examined in the
context of consumption studies, using methods similar to those I employ here
(see for example Cook 2004; Madigan and Munro 1996). Good Housekeeping
has been used frequently to explore various facets of advertising over the past
several decades. Lears (1994) uses it extensively in his history of American
advertising while Hand and Shove (2004) employ GH UK exclusively to discuss
changing regimes in British kitchens. House Beautiful has been less frequently
analyzed (it was not even mentioned in Lears‟ comprehensive 1994 history of
print advertising), for example, but it was selected for the present work in part

in the ideal visions of the networked home rather than with the randomness or representativeness
of the data set would seem to address this issue.
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because of this and in part because it represents a counterpoint to the more
advice-driven but still (upper) middle-class oriented GH.66
Ads and text features in the magazines were chosen as the sources of
data for the first part of this dissertation for several reasons. First, continuity of
the materials over time and availability of these made popular magazines a
viable source for a project of this scale. Other media sources such as
newspapers, radio, or television productions present challenges of access or
focus, where they exist. Second, the magazine format allows for comparison
across publications, genres, and time. And finally, focusing on specific aspects of
the magazines‟ contents helped to limit the scope and scale of the collected data.
Due to the sheer volume of information available in the magazines, I reviewed
each in intervals of five years, beginning in 1906 and ending in 2006. Within each
year examined, I further limited the scope of data collection by reviewing four
issues only (January, March, June, and September).67 In each issue examined,
the specific materials for inquiry included advertisements, features, articles, and
editorials.68

66

In addition, because current technologies of the networked home are typically priced well
beyond popular commercial availability in North America (if they are available at all) (see chapter
seven), I suspected that this might also have been the case in earlier eras. In fact, there was not
a significant lag between the appearance of a given major technology (refrigerator, electric stove)
in HB – which I presumed to have had a more affluent average reader - and in GH – a more
popular middle class publication. What the ads focused on (economy versus styling, for example)
and the manufacturers or brand names advertised were different between the two magazines,
and both of these trends persist in the latest issues of each magazine. There is certainly some
overlap (e.g. GE‟s suites of appliances in the Internet era, and KitchenAid throughout the eras of
automobility and Internet) between the magazines but Sub-Zero and Miele, for example, as
manufacturers of high-end kitchen equipment, do not advertise in GH.
67
Some substitution was required where volumes or issues were missing from the collection with
which I was working.
68
Each individual advertisement, article, etc. from the magazines was marked with a code which
was also recorded in a master list. Codes were assigned by magazine, year, issue, and page:
„HB01A:13‟ refers to something found on page 13 of the January 1906 issue of House Beautiful,
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Print advertising is invaluable in this dissertation for several reasons. First,
the format itself provides a manageable set of data, as is noted above. Second,
ads in magazines tend to be both productive and reflective of nuanced trends
and understandings of the historical/temporal period in which they were produced
(see Danesi 2002; Barthes 1972; Ewen 1976, 1988; Ewen and Ewen 1982). The
challenge here is that since these were produced for a particular audience in a
particular time and place, looking in at these from outside of this context might
produce a reading of these materials that skips over or misunderstands the
original purpose of the advertisement. This is, in part, why the present analysis
provides some socio-historical information in each chapter to help situate the
materials‟ examination, while not being overly concerned with producing any kind
of account that aspires to historical accuracy with respect to the actual practices
that these print materials were meant to suggest; this sort of information is
needed to make sense of the shared references and codes upon which the ads
draw. As literature on „the user‟ (e.g. Grint and Woolgar 1997: Ch. 3; Ouschoorn
and Pinch 2005) suggests, what users do with their materials is often much
different from what the producers think or anticipate or plan will happen. Finally,
early print ads often mention in passing – through small print or pictures – related
products, some of which are also of interest here. Later ads rely on brand identity
to make these kinds of connections between products on offer (see Lury 2004),
but the end result is the same and, for the current research, quite significant:
lines of association or ways to follow processes of convergence and the
for example. These codes are used throughout the following chapters in the parenthetical
notations and references to the magazine materials, as well as being deployed in the
Bibliography to organize the full list of materials to which I refer.
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formation of networks are articulated in ads that refer to other products, things,
and relationships.
The set of materials from the CABA Research Library were examined for
many of the same reasons and in much the same way as the GH and HB
materials; the goal is to highlight similarities and differences in how
configurations of domestic technologies are imagined by dominant interests. The
CABA Research Library is employed in chapter seven to access manufacturer
and producer beliefs and ideologies in advance of the product existing or having
reached the consumer market. Collaborative research and development and
networking is emphasized in much of CABA‟s material and toward this end, the
organization maintains an online Research Library comprised of research reports
developed by member organizations (which include “nearly 400 companies
involved in the design, manufacture, installation and retailing of products relating
to home automation and building automation. Public organizations, including
utilities and government are also members” {CABA About Us}) and shared with
other members in a password-secured area of the website.69 As an organization
that puts together the kinds of automated and associated sets of technologies in
both domestic and non-domestic environments, CABA is a useful example of
how manufacturers imagine domestic technology in the near future. Because no
advertising exists for future incarnations of domestic technologies (as for other
products) as such, the CABA materials are employed as a way to peek into the

69

In order to access this secure area, I joined CABA as a student member. This designation
means I receive the same invitations to participate in meetings, webinars, and conferences that
members from industry also receive. CABA as an organization and the kinds of materials that
compose the Research Library are both explained further in chapter seven.
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future at what features of these technologies might be highlighted in advertising
and promotional materials, and the sorts of assumptions and ideologies about
networks in the private sphere that are likely to be present in these materials.

Challenges and Limitations

Several pragmatic methodological challenges should be addressed at this
point. The biases that are necessarily written into what follows because I have
used the magazines and CABA materials must be acknowledged: what is
discussed in the chapters that follow is North American in orientation, and,
combined with the expectations about what sorts of users70 live in the imagined
or ideal homes that are at presumed by the advertisers and manufacturers, this
means that the technologies and systems that are constructed in these sets of
materials are not being directed toward all users or even an „average‟, „typical‟, or
„universal‟ user, regardless of what the advertiser or manufacturer might claim.71

70

The magazine materials demonstrate a particular set of assumptions about the personal
characteristics of consumers – that they are likely to be literate heterosexual women, that children
are resident in the household, that the household is located in an urban environment, that
time/busy-ness is a concern in the consumer‟s day-to-day life, and similar sweeping
generalizations that may help to perpetuate stereotypes of consumers while simultaneously
claiming to address a particular „problem‟.
71
The magazines examined here, for example, assume that readers are white, residing in an
urban or suburban environment, and at least moderately affluent by American standards (see
chapters four to six; also Lears 1994; Marchand 1985; Zuckerman 1998). These readers were, in
the early days, presumed to not work outside the home, to be likely to have at least some paid
domestic help, and to have hobbies that included social activities and/or „genteel‟ sports such as
golf. Marchand (1985) found, however, that advertising in the 1920s and 1930s was not at all
reflective of the lived reality of most magazine readers and that ads more often reflected the
realities of „ad-men‟ and their families – affluent households in the North Eastern United States
with society obligations and an appreciation of golf and paid domestic help. Marchand (ibid.) also
notes, however, that audience research and popular wisdom of the day among ad-men (women
in this emerging industry were few and far between) indicated that consumers of print advertising
looked to ads to see aspirational messages rather than direct reflections of their own lives. In
part, this is how the advertiser-as-educator emerged – by building on his authority as a source of
information about the product itself, he could also „teach‟ consumers about how it should be used
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For many reasons, then, the analysis of the materials here does not provide a
basis from which generalizations might be made that could apply outside of a
relatively affluent North American context.72
The variety of the CABA materials presents unique challenges as well.
These many different sources, some dating back to the CABA Library‟s inception
in 1993, contribute to the overall picture of the industry but are by no means
exhaustive. This is so for at least three reasons: not all players in the industry
have contributed; not all information about the industry is represented –
proprietary information, for example, is not present, and where it might be, it is
outdated or about patented innovations; and contributions to the Research
Library are sometimes the result of studies or pilot projects that may not be
reflective of real world conditions. It is this last reason that supports the argument
for the CABA materials to be used as contributors to the development of
advertising campaigns, since advertising in this dissertation is understood to be
an artificial vision of what the world is like – a statement of what life could or
should be like – rather than commentary on what life is actually like or how the
advertised product is actually used. The CABA materials represent a different
incarnation of this type of (sometimes hypothetical) discourse. The similarities
between these kinds of studies and the research performed by advertising
agencies also support the use of the CABA materials in this way.

and when, why it should be purchased, and what it might mean if the reader did not buy the
product on offer.
72

The case of electronics manufacturer LG‟s HomNet is explored in chapter seven as a South
Korean counterpoint to this orientation.
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For this dissertation, an approach was needed that would permit a
discussion of the social context into which the ads and products fit, that would
allow for the emergence of individual or singular significant images as well as
patterns, and that could provide some room for the consideration of the image‟s
relation to elements outside itself and its situation within a broader
media/communications environment. Thus, the qualitative semiotic approach73 I
have taken in this dissertation allows for a kind of interpretive flexibility to the
73

Semiotics as a methodological strategy has been subject to criticism on a number of points.
First, as Leiss et al. (2005) argue, the skill of the analyst is of vital importance. I do not claim to be
an expert semiotician, and as this is not a study of advertising in itself, I argue that this criticism
might be overlooked in this case. The materials that are examined here demonstrate a larger
argument, rather than being generative of new or more widely applicable theories arising from
their analysis. McFall observes that
the most interesting problem raised by semiotics is not objectivity but the location
of meaning. A deep paradox in relation to this question runs through semiotic
approaches to advertising, because while the theory understands meaning as
resident within the structural relations persisting across a system of
representation, on the whole the method tracks meaning within individual texts.
The reason for this is clear: the structural analysis of texts as self-contained,
competent objects for analysis presents a complex but manageable task, while
the analysis of relations that persist across a whole system of representation is
quite a different matter (2004: 23).
A related criticism, that the results of a semiotic analysis are not generalizable, I reject
outright as an invalid criterion by which to judge a project of this type. Similarly, the qualitative
nature of much semiotic work is also identified by Leiss et al. (2005) as problematic. I agree with
McFall, however, in her observation that
[t]hese criticisms are sometimes linked to arguments that semiotic method lacks
objectivity and produces vague findings from specific texts that cannot be
generalised. Such criticisms hark back to the methodological spat between
quantitative and qualitative approaches as if, in discipline areas largely premised
on the constructedness of facts, an irreproachably objective method was really
an option (2004: 23).
Sociology is such a discipline, and this entire dissertation is based on (among others) the
assumption that construction is the way that meaning is decided, a process that is both reliant
upon and created within very specific social and cultural contexts.
For example, in addition to the assumptions made by advertisers and manufacturers in
the early part of the time period being examined, those made by more contemporary advertising
and CABA member organizations are also striking: user/residents are assumed (with few
exceptions) to be able-bodied, living in heterosexual family-type situations in an urban or at least
suburban environment. They are expected to be employed and to possess and demonstrate a
level of affluence that is probably not representative of the living conditions of the average (North)
American. The early assumptions now seem explicitly dated, but they are products of the specific
social, cultural, and temporal context in which they were produced; more recent assumptions will
likely seem equally suspect in seventy-five or a hundred years‟ time.
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data that would have been difficult to obtain had a more quantitative approach
been taken. Content analysis, for example, places emphasis on the explicit
content of the advertisements, which is problematic since interpretation is a key
aspect of the kind of argument being made here. Also, the variety of materials
being employed here creates some problems for the coding practices associated
with most content analytic approaches. In addition, fragmentation of the data is a
challenge – most viewers/readers of an image read the whole image together
rather than individual aspects of it (see Ball and Bryson 1992:26-28 on these two
points). In the case of the advertisements being examined, the (potential)
significance of the ads cannot be appreciated without some knowledge of the
social, political, economic, and media environment in which they first appeared.
Related to this, what a researcher decides to measure might not
accurately capture the phenomenon of interest. The presence of a particular
pattern in the ads – celebrity endorsements, for example – may not point to a
belief in the efficacy of celebrity testimonials or in the popularity of a film or
television show, but may be indicative of a change in the production of ads - the
introduction of photography, for example, or a shift in how celebrities make their
money. Although it is true that advertising is not created in a vacuum, and that its
creation often includes input from potential audience members (e.g. through
focus groups and survey data)74 it is not necessarily the best or most
74

McFall observes that the results of surveys and other research tools “were immersed in the
meanings and values of the economically and culturally homogeneous occupational group which
produced them,” and that the very methods by which data about potential consumers were
gathered relied on segmentation based on race or place of origin and class (2004: 149).
Additionally, “[t]he imprint of the mainly female research interviewers‟ values on their findings is
also strongly suggested” in the products of these data-gathering activities, such as interview
summaries (McFall 2004: 149).
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representative example of “what is socially significant to a society‟s members”
(Ball and Bryson 1992:31) particularly because the producers of advertisements
are not „typical‟ or „average‟ amongst the supposed readers of the magazines
examined here.75 Similarly, it may not be a society‟s members‟ opinions that are
the most interesting or relevant to an investigation; if the advertisers‟ perspective
is the one under investigation, as it is here as an outlet or expression of
manufacturers and designers of domestic products, it may be impossible to
access this point of view without reference to information outside of the image,
particularly that which refers to the conditions of its production and dissemination.
Thus, counting the frequency of the occurrence of a particular phenomenon may
not be accurately capturing the phenomenon the researcher is after. Indeed, it is
possible that without reference to the environment in which it was produced and
in which it appeared, the phenomenon of interest may not be apprehended at all.

75

There is some evidence, sometimes supported by the magazines themselves (see Zuckerman
1998), that in the early part of the twentieth century, individual copies of the magazines might be
read by a number of women from a number of different social strata, either by extra-household
sharing schemes (in tough economic situations, for instance) or by the „passing down‟ of a
magazine from mistress to maid within an individual household or family unit. Multiple generations
of women in the same household were also likely to read the same magazine. Thus print ads,
until approximately the last quarter of the twentieth century, were created by affluent men who
supposed that everyone in America (or at least their readers) lived lives similar to those lived by
themselves and their friends, but were potentially consumed by any number of women looking for
information and advice as well as aspirational images, messages, and entertainment, who may
have been from well outside the advertisers‟ assumed target audience (which had mostly to do
with the assumed reader of a particular magazine rather than the reader of an individual
advertisement) (see Marchand 1985).Full service ad agencies were responsible for determining
in which media an ad was placed (Marchand 1985; see also McFall 2004; Leiss et al. 2005)
These complications, combined with the focus here on the visions of the future rather than the
adoption of products shown in ads means that the conditions of the creation of the ads – the
assumptions they make about the reader/user – as well as the visions of the future and ideal
images of domestic life shown in the ads need to be acknowledged as co-producers of
advertising‟s image of what life should or could be like.
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Conclusion

This chapter has moved from methodological considerations to the finer,
more specific methods that are employed in this research. Challenges and
limitations were also outlined. I argued that a broad base in analyses of visual
culture can encompass the wide variety of materials that are addressed in this
research; this broad approach permits exploration of a discursive formation such
as that consisting of the messages about ideal home configurations examined
here. Semiotics as a way of „getting at‟ the meanings embedded in the
advertisements in particular is a useful approach to the interpretative challenges
associated with multiple and varied sets of materials to be examined. In the next
chapter, electricity is seen as an organizing „fluid‟ that connects things within the
home, the home to the outside world, and that forms a preliminary layer upon
which technologies introduced to the domestic environment rest.

115

CHAPTER 4: THE ELECTRIC ERA IN THE HOME

Electricity can be thought of as both a flow and as a network. Not only did
electric power begin to connect or link various points across North America (e.g.
Western Electric, GH October 1916:149) and around the world (even if at an
uneven pace {Ward 1999; see also Castells 2001}), it also began to connect
points within communities and, significantly for this research, within the home. It
also connected the home to the world beyond its front door. In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, people living in individual urban households were
brought together into the same room by the diffusion of electricity as it was
frequently initially present in only one or two rooms (the living room and the
kitchen, for example) and then allowed to scatter through the home as current,
fixtures, and uses for electricity became more widely available and less
expensive (Ward 1999).76 Electricity was an increasingly popular fuel for several
reasons,

including

safety,

cleanliness,

and

controllability/consistency

of

temperature in cooking uses, in addition to a push by industry to get electricity
into homes (played out in part in the pages of Good Housekeeping and House
Beautiful). General Electric‟s 1931 advertisement for Hotpoint Automatic Ranges,
76

Milan (1999), in her study of gas light in the British Victorian interior, alludes to the various
dangers and difficulties with gas lighting, as well as the limited availability that might have
precluded widespread use in smaller centres or rural areas. In North America, dangers
associated with various forms of gas as a fuel were noted in GH (N.A. “Death From Gasoline
Stoves” June 1906:695). Some ranges that used a combination of fuels were present in GH as
well, usually advertised as money saving devices, which allowed the user to choose appropriate
heat levels for the season (Great Majestic Combination Range, GH04D: 173; Duplex-Alcazar
Range, GH October 1916: 197). Other „in-between‟ ways of incorporating new technologies were
sometimes present, such as the 1926 model of the Gurney Refrigerator (GH05C:265; see also
McCray Refrigerators, HB05C:841) that was cooled with ice produced inside the fridge by an icemaking machine, or the refrigerators that were sold ready to be equipped with a cooling unit but
were fully functional with ice (e.g. McCray Refrigerators HB05B:346).
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for example, claimed that “Now you can cook with heat as clean as sunshine”
(GH06B: 213; Figure 4.1), in an effort to distinguish electric cooking from the
much sootier wood- or coal- heated stoves. Some articles included cost
estimates of one fuel over another, sometimes in the form of weekly time-of-use
charts, especially for electricity, where usage could be very accurately measured
(e.g. James, 1906). In some cases the connections within the household came in
the form of switches that „remotely‟ operated outlets and appliances from
elsewhere in the house (Hillman, 1906; James, 1906). In other cases, the outlets
themselves were the points around which electrical household devices
converged.77 This process signified a shift from multipurpose devices such as the
woodstove to increasingly specialized gadgets – kitchen and cleaning devices
especially – that took advantage of a common fuel.78 Whereas in an earlier era
an iron might have taken advantage of the heat generated by a stove already
burning to bake bread, electrical appliances multiplied the requirement for heat
and a power source by, at first, separating heat and power, and also by
increasingly specializing the tools required to do household tasks (Darrow, 1906).
Electricity also, later in this era, allowed for combination appliances, like the
Laun-DRY-ette Electric Washing and Drying Machine (GH04C: 165; Figure 4.2)
or the Walker Dishwasher and Dryer that was installed as part of a kitchen sink

77

The convergence of appliances and gadgets around electrical outlets is only one instance of
convergence in this chapter. Others, discussed later, include the small rooms around the kitchen
being absorbed as numbers of household staff decreased, and the various roles that kept a
household functioning converging into the „housewife‟.
78
These new kinds of gadgets indicated increasing specialization of function in the home as well
as segmentation of the home equipment market.
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Figure 4.1 HB06B: 213
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Figure 4.2 GH04C: 165
119

(HB05B: 101) – a trend that I argue continued into later eras in the form of
Internet-enabled refrigerators (see chapter seven), for example.
This chapter makes three main arguments: that electricity‟s diffusion in
domestic spaces in the early twentieth century changed the ways in which people
and things related to one another, that responsibility for „properly‟ doing
household work shifted between different parties in the home, and that „buildingin‟ was established as a key way in which the relationship between users and
technologies is organized. These arguments are made in several interrelated
ways, each of which is explained below.
In the early twentieth century electrical devices congregated around light
sockets, as lighting was the most common way in which electric power was
introduced into the domestic environment. Adapters like the Hubbell T-Tap
(GH04C:181) and Hubbell Twin T-Tap (GH04D:92) provided additional sockets
and thus allowed one socket to be used simultaneously for lighting and other
purposes, such as ironing, cooking, or vacuuming. Slowly, though, specialized
outlets and plugs began to emerge that divorced electrical devices from their
reliance on light sockets (see Zillessen, 1921). Articles appeared in both HB and
GH about the proper placement of outlets in newly built homes (e.g. James,
1906), how to choose appropriate fixtures (e.g. Clute, 1911), and about how to
use „surplus‟ electric current (e.g. Farrington, 1911).79

79

At this time, many utility companies charged a minimum monthly fee for current. Most
households that bought electricity for lighting only were using much less than this minimum
charge – Farrington‟s article gives the example of a one-dollar minimum charge and eighteen
cents of actual usage. Suggestions for how to make use of the difference generally focused on
consuming the current by introducing new electric gadgets into the home, such as fans, irons,
curling irons and the like (see also Derby, 1916).
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The ways in which household work was accomplished began to change as
electricity moved into the domestic environment. Lupton (1993:15), for example,
notes that the rise in standards of „domestic duty‟ between 1920 and 1960
coincided with the spread of mechanical appliances, which were promoted – as
they frequently still are – as freeing women from „their‟ household chores (e.g. a
Savage Washer and Dryer ad‟s claim of “Less Hand Labour in Laundering!” GH
March 1926:148).80 It remains unclear whether the „servant crisis‟ or question –
as it was called in both Good Housekeeping and House Beautiful - precipitated
the spread of electricity into and throughout the home (although it almost
certainly encouraged it) or whether the reverse is true (Schwartz Cowan 1985).
The responsibility for „properly‟ preparing food, for example, shifts from party to
party (servants, housekeeper-wife-mother, electric toaster) while what it means
to do this also shifts with changes in diet and in the kinds of foods available (e.g.
convenience foods).81 Both networks and mobilities were invisible but present in
affluent households that relied on paid staff to function. People and things came
and went while the labour required for this was performed by a paid but unseen
staff.
80

Servants, once common in affluent households in North America, had become increasingly
difficult to find and retain by the beginning of the twentieth century as going to work in a factory
became a more highly regarded and, in many cases, better paying employment option than
domestic service. The restrictions on immigration to the United States associated with World War
I added to this problem (Schwartz Cowan 1997). The „servant crisis‟ is discussed in greater depth
below.
81
The tools available to do the work also changed with the introduction of new materials. In the
later part of the nineteenth century and into the early part of the twentieth century plastics were
the new „wonder material‟ and were used to produce everything from jewelry to radios (see Bijker
1987; Shove et al. 2007: Ch. 5). After the Second World War, refinements in plastic production
and other materials developed as a result of military research (e.g. the nylon that was used for
parachutes) joined the ranks of pre-War plastics as ubiquitous materials. Today it is virtually
impossible to avoid plastics, for example, as various forms of the material exist in (among many
others) clothing, food packaging, transportation, and ICTs. Indeed, the portability and mobile
applications of ICTs would have developed much differently – if at all – if plastics did not exist.
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This is, of course, hardly a process that can be completely explained from
within the home. Easy availability of electricity, decreasing gadget costs,
changing social norms and values, and, later, the increasing availability of
convenience foods and disposable products are amongst the other factors that
contribute to this shifting delegation and assumption of responsibility and
competence. A related force implicated here82 is the creation of the role of the
housewife as a sociotechnical entity, one that combines both social and technical
characteristics in fairly sophisticated ways. In this case, the „housewife‟ is at the
centre of a constellation of domestic technologies that are required for her to
„properly‟ do her work in the home. The „housewife‟ is both a product and object
of advertising and mass circulation magazines, such as GH and HB,

which

undertook extensive campaigns to teach women as household managers how to
be skilled and educated purchasing agents. Scripting (Akrich 1992) and
configuring her as a user of household technologies (Grint and Woolgar 1997)
are also implicated here as factors that influence the ways in which the
housewife, as a stereotyped and generalized ideal type, will use the products
offered for sale in the market.
Housewives, as created by and in advertising, government initiatives such
as those that encouraged women to yield their wartime jobs to returning soldiers,
and the FHA/GI Bill housing boom after World War II (see chapter five), are
important examples of how „building in‟ can create a particular kind of entity that
encompasses many different kinds of competence and responsibility. In this
chapter and the next, the housewife is established in the magazines and their
82

And discussed at greater length in the next chapter.
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advertisements as a socio-technical entity to be understood in the context of
overlapping systems that involve her family (husband and dependent children)
and her home, including many kinds of technical helpers (refrigerators, washing
machines, vacuum cleaners, etc.). A housewife in this configuration necessarily
requires appliances, gadgets, and tools to exist.
The idea of „building-in‟ is also an important factor in how goods and
people come to co-exist in the home. By „building-in‟ I mean that the conditions of
a thing‟s production, design, implementation and use all contribute to a set of
assumptions about required competences, social philosophies and dominant
ideologies, other kinds of technology present in the environment, and the like that
are present in the technology or suite of technologies in a domestic space, for
example (see Grint and Woolgar 1997 on configuring users, and Akrich 1992 on
scripting and sociographies of technical objects and chapter two above). This
idea helps to illustrate not only the layers of sedimented technologies (each
building upon rather than determined by the last), but also to highlight the
continuities and discontinuities that exist in the kinds of things that are built-in
from one era to another. The importance of spatial layout, for example, persists
throughout the twentieth century, but the requirement of separate spaces for livein servants largely disappears by the end of World War I. Similarly, who or what
is expected to know how to „properly‟ carry out a household task changes over
time, perhaps from servants, to housewives, to machines, although not
necessarily in that order and not necessarily in phases exclusive of one another,
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as is demonstrated in advertisements for machines that mistresses might acquire
to retain their household help.
With each layer of technology that becomes sedimented, ideals,
expectations, and norms also become sedimented. This is the process by which
indoor plumbing, domestic electricity, and refrigeration became normalized and
part of the minimum basic expectations for household life (see Forty 1986). This
escalation of expectations means that, in general, levels of market-based
consumption must also escalate to keep pace with „required‟ household utilities
and services. Chapters seven and eight demonstrate what happens when these
kinds of ideals, expectations and norms are challenged by various manifestations
of networked living spaces.
Ads and magazine materials in this era helped to teach readers about
electricity and how it should be used. Electricity – as both a network and a utility
– was normalized before the individual appliances which were used as ways to
convince consumers to consumer electricity. At the same time, consumption as a
domestic task for women was being built-in to expectations of appropriate
middle-class womanhood, just as domestic technologies were being built-in to
expectations about the appropriate completion of housework.
Consumption of electricity was routinized, meaning that it began to recede
as the „thing‟ being consumed. Instead, the technologies that were presented to
consumers were framed in advertisements as labour- and/or time-saving, which
pointed to the potential for the speeding-up of everyday life. Within the home, the
tools of household work began to become more mobile as they were increasingly
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specialized and electrified, and they converged around the electric light sockets
from which they drew power.
Women were encouraged to see domestic technologies as an appropriate
solution to the „servant crisis‟, first as a way that, by making domestic work
easier, paid help might be retained, and then as a way for them to be able to
„appropriately‟ do the work in their own households. Bound up with this are social
philosophies related to scientific management and rationalization, which brought
the world of work home by encouraging women to save their time and effort by
applying industrial methods to their work.

Advertising in the Electrical Era

In their historical study of advertising, Leiss et al. (2005) explain that early
ads relied on text to explain the kinds of products available and to educate
consumers about the relative merits/benefits of consuming/purchasing the
product on a rational level. Sometimes the ad also contained an image of the
product, but most of the ad‟s space was occupied by text and information about
the product. Images began to creep into the ad in a more important way –
potential consumers were encouraged to make all kinds of associations to make
sense of the ads that were becoming increasingly pervasive, such as the
Westinghouse ad in the September 1931 issue of GH (143), seen in Figure 4.3.
The heavy emphasis on text- or information-based ads at the beginning of
the twentieth century, and well into the Electric Era, served to educate potential
125

FIGURE 4.3 (from Good Housekeeping September 1931: 143
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consumers about the product, the skills needed to own or operate the product,
and the social mores, values, and environment into which the product fit. In other
words, appliance and household ads worked in conjunction with prose features in
GH and HB to explain to the reader what the world must be like in order for
product X to exist (e.g. Duplex Fireless Stove, GH04B: 186; Hoosier Kitchen
Cabinets, HB02D:xxxii).83 These ads and articles worked to create this world as
much as they worked to educate about it, as they presented product information
as well as highlighting the „need‟ to acquire the product, such as issues of
cleanliness, social propriety, and efficiency. Education of this type involves
explanations of the social philosophies and dominant or mainstream ideologies
that helped to organize everyday life. This also contributes to the creation of
Barthesian myth, especially since ads work to create and normalize dominant
ideology while rendering both this process and that of its creation invisible and
thus unquestionable.84
In their study of changing „kitchen regimes‟ in the British version of Good
Housekeeping, Hand and Shove note the educational functions of advertising
and point out that an implication of the emergence of these kinds of magazines is
that people need advice if they are to use new technologies to their best effect
(2004: 241; see also Derby, 1916; Zillessen, 1921). They also explain that the
“articles and images [in the magazines] invoke an entirely linear narrative of
improvement. However, improvements are required not because older ways of

83

Early issues of GH has no separate advertising at all. Some time later, small ads (1/16 or 1/8
page) appeared in a classified-style format. Separate ads more closely resembling magazine ads
of today were found in this study beginning in GH04A.
84
See chapter three below for further discussion of myth as it is used in this dissertation.
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doing

things

were

somehow

inadequate

but

because

new

methods

(technologies, power, and materials) are required to solve problems created by
changes in upper-middle-class daily life” (242). These problems in daily life were
largely related to efforts to sustain familiar patterns in household life (see
MacDonald, 1926), partially due to the changes in human residents in the
household as live-in servants began to be less common. Hand and Shove‟s
(2004) research places these patterns in the 1922 issues they examined, but, as
noted above, North American magazines began commenting on the „servant
crisis‟ as early in the time period under examination as 1906, and appears to
have largely passed by the 1931 issues of GH and HB.
It should be kept in mind during this first era that advertising, as an
organized industry, only really began to emerge in North America in the 1920s
(Hayden 1984; Ewen 1976,1988).85 Strasser explains that “advertising […]
developed in tandem with mass production: both the ads and the products
appeared before the turn of the century and developed consistently, but without
infiltrating most people‟s daily lives until after World War I” (2000: 252-253). In
the early part of the 1920s, women began to be targeted as the decision-makers
for their families (Strasser 2000). Ads that addressed women made many of the
kinds of promises that are still familiar in later eras: “Appliance ads specifically
suggested that the acquisition of one gadget or another would make it possible to
fire the maid, spend more time with the children, or have the afternoon free for
shopping” (Schwartz Cowan 1985:196; Gainaday Washer Ironer, GH04C: 111,
85

Advertising relies heavily on intertextuality and culturally relevant sign systems to make the
product on offer make sense to consumers, especially where images are used to sell the product.
See chapter two above.
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Figure 4.4 GH04C:111
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Figure 4.4). Safe operation of an appliance was a key feature of some
advertising focused on encouraging the housewife to buy products for her own
use, such as in the Federal Electric Washer ad in the March 1921 issue of GH
(189).
Schwartz Cowan calls advertisers the ideologues of the 1920s because
they encouraged very specific social changes that helped to develop the
housewife – a new role in the 1920s:
[…] fewer household servants meant a greater demand for labour
and timesaving devices; more household tasks for women meant
more and more specialized products that they would need to buy;
more guilt and embarrassment about their failure to succeed at
their work mean a greater likelihood that they would buy the
products that were intended to minimize that failure. […] The
advertisers may not have created the image of the ideal American
housewife that dominated the 1920s – the woman who cheerfully
and skilfully set about making everyone in her family perfectly
happy and perfectly healthy – but they certainly helped to
perpetuate it (1985: 196-197).
This new housewife, as envisioned and promoted by the advertising industry,
offered housewives a truly managerial position in the modern
household that stood at the intersection of the previously separate
spheres; even those who failed to plan their dishwashing must plan
their purchases or else fail at the „entirely new responsibilities‟ that
replaced the work of the old-fashioned household where women
made soap and candles, wove and sewed, and produced food for
daily and future use (Strasser 2000:247-248).
This was, for affluent women, a shift from their previous responsibilities that had
required the direction or supervision of workers and service providers rather than
the newer, more active requirement of consumption to provide for their families.
Some ads used flattery as a sales tool and complimented women on their skills
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as consumers, implying that the reader would purchase the product in the ad
because she was such a good judge of her household‟s needs (e.g.
Apex/Rotapex, GH04A: 95).
The increasing movement of the production of goods and services to the
commercial realm meant that it was no longer economical for women and their
families to produce items like soap, candles, and many foods in the domestic
sphere (Huws 2003). So, from the late nineteenth century, mass production,
along with advertising and the rise of consumption as a provisioning activity,
combined to change the ways in which goods came into the home and/or were
provided to the family. Once industrial design began to take hold in the late
1920s, however, how goods were advertised began to change by moving away
from primarily text-based ads to more heavily stylized and „emotionally appealing‟
ads that targeted women, “who have served as the chief custodians of modern
standards of hygiene” (Lupton 1993:8) and of good health and living more
generally.86 Duplex Fireless Stoves, for example, acknowledged this practice in
an ad in the June 1921 issue of GH that read “Make Your Cooking Easier and
Better” (155).
Women‟s magazines played a substantial role in disseminating not only
the ads but also the wider social philosophy that came with or was promoted by
these ads. Taylorist principles, scientific management, and an escalating sense
of the requirements of „proper‟ childcare and cleanliness contributed to making

86

McFall and du Gay (2002) argue that appeals to emotion have been present in advertising for
as long as it has existed and that what has changed over time is the visual and aural techniques
that are used. These changes are due more to technological change in advertising practice than
any other single factor.
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women – as the unquestioned managers of the domestic sphere – busier and
more hyper-organized in their domestic duties.87 Each of these external forces
infiltrated the home through popular literature, mass circulation magazines, as
well as the increasingly accepted authority of domestic „scientists‟, and the home
economics movement (e.g. Perfection Oil Cook Stoves and Ovens, GH05C:
276).
Good Housekeeping‟s Institute was one of the ways in which consumers
were educated on how to „properly‟ consume:
[…] many of the earliest attempts to spread „wise‟ consumer
practices were undertaken by large corporations and the
magazines that desired their advertising: mail-order shopping
guides, „product-testing‟ services, pseudo informative pamphlets,
and other such promotional devices were all techniques for urging
the housewife to buy new things under the guise of training her in
her role as skilled consumer (Schwartz Cowan 1985: 196; see also
Fisher 1931; n.a. “Just How To Buy and Use a Refrigerator”, GH
May 1916:684-685).
The Good Housekeeping Institute, in fact, still positions itself as a consumer
protection and information body by testing all products that are advertised in the
magazine (and by explaining how this is done, e.g. N.A. “How We Test
Refrigerators” GH02C: 769-771; Maddocks 1916: 80-82), by guaranteeing the
product above and beyond the manufacturer‟s guarantee, and by refusing to
advertise products that have either not been tested or that have failed the testing
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That women, as wives and mothers, were responsible for the domestic sphere was not a
contentious point before or during this era. It was simply taken for granted, in most popular
literature and in the popular cultural materials of the day, that women should occupy this role. The
character and specific duties associated with the role changed slightly as social mandates about
cleanliness (and the frequency with which cleaning should be done; germ theory and science in
this area {Frantz Premier Electric Cleaner, GH Oct 1916:145; Hoover, GH Dec 1916:125}),
childrearing and food preparation shifted and escalated, as human helpers became more scarce
and as new technologies were introduced to the home environment.
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process. The Institute, in each issue of the magazine, explains how the Good
Housekeeping Seal of Approval works, including the fact that manufacturers do
not pay either the magazine or the Institute to test their products. It also
published articles reviewing various categories of appliance, such as the fireless
cooker (GH02A: 119-121), as well as articles suggesting new methods, including
the use of electricity in household chores (Johnson 1911) and gas in cooking
appliances (Johnson 1911b). HB also published these kinds of buying guides or
reviews of product categories (e.g. Randall 1921; Peyser 1921; Bien 1931), in
addition to articles that explained how a given technology, such as electrical
refrigeration, worked (Whitehorne 1921c).
Strasser draws attention to the effects of the interplay of products and
social forces on domestic consumption:
Advertisers came to see women as their audience; home
economists taught women how to shop and how to plan for
shopping; new, interrelated products like washing machines and
soap powders appeared on the market, each encouraging the use
of another; mail-order houses, department stores, supermarkets,
and chain stores, emphasizing impersonal relationships between
buyer and seller and dominated by large corporations, replaces
small shops, country stores, and public markets. By the time of the
Great Depression, which delayed the full expression of the new
trends, consumption was established as the new task of the private
sphere, now completely dominated by the public (2000: 243).
Not only, then, did social philosophy begin to influence how goods get into the
domestic sphere, it also changed how the human inhabitants of the home –
beginning with the wife and mother as manager – related to these goods and
services. Star-Rite‟s Magic-Maid Mixer (GH06B), for example, explicitly draws
the connection between itself and social success: “Better mixing better baking …
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and a more successful hostess!” (264) The General Electric ad shown in Figure
4.5 (HB04A: 53) also demonstrates the relationship drawn in the public sphere
between women, consumption, and success.
Advertising in the age of electricity, then, did at least three things. First,
advertising and other promotional tools, such as editorials and articles, worked to
create audiences – potential consumers – for products. Second, advertising
attempted to introduce potential buyers to newly available products while
simultaneously explaining how these products would serve the consumer. This
was also sometimes accomplished via articles (e.g. Derby 1916) in addition to
advertisements. Third, and this is thoroughly bound up with the first two tasks,
advertising educated consumers in general about new trends in technology (e.g.
electricity) and in social life (e.g. the „servant crisis‟). It is in this way that social
philosophies were introduced to readers. Magazines in this era were one of the
predominant means by which advertising was presented to consumers, and were
thus sites of both the creation and dissemination of mythic speech. In the case of
GH, advertising played a crucial role in demonstrating the practicality and ease
with which new products might be employed to lighten the work of the
housekeeper. HB, on the other hand, contained articles that focused on design
and style as opposed to function (e.g. Wentworth 1911) and advertising that
emphasized aesthetics and quality of construction (e.g. Lifetime Refrigerator
HB02C:xxxii; Leonard Cleanable Refrigerator HB03C:61). Convenience also
became a key theme in ads (e.g. General Electric Company HB Feb 1921:137)
as well as articles (e.g. Whitehorne 1921b) in HB during this era. These three
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Figure 4.5 HB04A:53
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functions of advertising combined to present to consumers a vision of appropriate
social values and desires. In magazines, which have been from their inception
heavily dependent on advertising revenues (Leiss et al. 2005), a snapshot of
societal aspirations, dominant ideologies, and social norms and values at the
date of publication is presented. Thus, when GH presented an article entitled
“Entertaining Without A Maid,” (Benton, 1906) it not only featured products that
might make this less difficult for certain segments of the population, it also
indicated to these same consumers that the practice itself is socially acceptable
amongst their peers.
Domestic Space in the Electric Era

Many changes in expectations of how to „properly‟ carry out some tasks
were inseparable from understandings of the home‟s function. One vision, made
popular by Catherine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe in The American
Woman’s Home (2002), was the home-as-haven ideal.88 According to this
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The „home-as-haven‟ model was not universally accepted as the one best way to organize
individual households. Based on the goal of social equality for women, the material feminist
movement aimed to “create new kinds of homes with socialized housework and childcare”
(Hayden 1984: 29; see also Hayden 1989). This was made manifest through experiments with
neighbourhood organization such as housewives‟ co-operatives, different building types (the
kitchenless house, day care centre, public kitchens, community dining clubs) (ibid.). Each of
these ideas challenged two central tenets of industrial capitalism: the physical separation of
household space from public space and the economic separation of the domestic economy from
the political economy (Hayden 1984:29). This drawing of an explicit link between the domestic
sphere and the political and social climate of the time was clearly made by most American
women involved in the political arena between 1870 and 1930 (Hayden 1984), but, as Schwartz
Cowan points out:
[…] all these alternatives to the single family residence, the private ownership of
tools, and the allocation of housework to women, failed. The common condition
that underlies their failure is the fact that most people prefer to live in their own
homes, with their own relatives, rearing their own children, regularly sitting down
to meals together, decorating their quarters according to their own tastes, and
controlling the tools with which they have to do their work. When push comes to
shove, most people will opt to increase the possibility of exercising their right to
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strategy – traces of which persist in current conceptions of the ideal home – new
domestic technologies were to be used in the suburban home to make the tasks
performed by the housewife (cooking, cleaning, laundry, etc.) more efficient and
less time consuming so that “she could devote more of her labour to becoming
an emotional support for her husband and an inspiring mother for her children.
Self-sacrifice would be her leading virtue” (Hayden 1984:68).89 This warm and
inviting environment was to help “blunt the negative effects of industrial society
on male workers” (Hayden 1984:69) as the home was to be a “spiritual and
physical shelter from the competition and exploitation of industrial capitalist
society” (Hayden 1984: 68). This vision of the home, as indicated above, was
threatened by changes in the wider social sphere as manufacturers introduced
industrially produced appliances and other products into the home.90 These

privacy and autonomy: so that they can sleep, eat, have sexual relations,
discipline their children, clean their bodies and their clothes without interference;
and so that they can construct long-term emotional relationships with people of
their own choosing. And when further push comes to further shove, when
decisions have to be made about spending limited funds, most people will still opt
for privacy and autonomy over technical efficiency and community interest (1983:
149-150).
In terms of a general, widespread acknowledgement of the technologies (mechanical and
otherwise) associated with this movement, it seems as though some persistent aspects of the
haven idea persisted, even if by different names. This tension between efficiency and
personal/social meaning of the home, of housework, and of the demarcation of the „household‟ as
somehow distinct from others has, in fact, persisted into contemporary times in many forms (the
organization of domestic space, for example), as will be demonstrated throughout the following
several chapters.
89
Later in this era, the self-sacrifice and devotion to family motivations for efficiency and economy
in the home shifted to encourage women to consume so that they might have greater leisure
time:
We all envy that youthful matron across the way who seems to have time for
everything – who efficiently manages her household and yet finds opportunities
to improve her mind – her social contacts. She has learned the lesson of
relaxation. Her household equipment is as thorough as her husband‟s office or
factory. She substitutes intelligence for drudgery. She uses appliances which do
the work so much better than hands (Walker Dishwasher Super Sink
HB05D:324).
90
In her discussion of the socialization of housework and the movement of tasks from the private
to the exchange realms of the economy, Huws points out that, in later eras, jobs created by the
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products were seen as profitable extensions of the market economy justified as
aids to the hardworking homemaker (Hayden, 1984: 75, emphasis added), a
notion that persists today with ICTs in the domestic sphere (see chapter seven).
However, as Hayden points out, this haven strategy did not produce “a skilled
housewife happy at home, supported by her husband‟s „family‟ wage, but a
harried woman constantly struggling to keep up standards” (1984: 76). The idea,
then, that housework in the Electric Era was frequently bound up with pressure to
sustain standards of living and of outward public perceptions of the household is
present here as well.
Harvey argues that “the organization of spaces within a household […] still
says much about gender and age relations. The organized spatio-temporal
rhythms of capitalism provide abundant opportunities for socialization of
individuals to distinctive roles. The common-sense notion that there is „a time and
a place for everything‟ still carries weight, and social expectations attach to
where and when actions occur” (1990: 216).91 Although written in reference to
the era of late capitalism, this is certainly true also in the case of the home during
the Electric Era, with respect to not only the magazines‟ unquestioned
assumption that women ruled in the home and worked to provide a haven for
manufacturer of a newly commoditized good/service are frequently filled by women, who provide
not only cheap labour but who‟s work is closely associated with what had previously been seen
as „women‟s work‟ in the domestic sphere (2003: 28).
91
HB published articles about age-related spatial requirements in houses, such as Bachrach‟s “Is
There Room in Your House for Your Children? This Means more than Setting Aside a WellEquipped Nursery By the Parents,” in which constructing, decorating, and furnishing children‟s
spaces (and space that might be used by children) is explained toward the goal of “leaving room
for growth and opportunity for creation, that [your children] may share with you the joys of
homemaking, and through that experience be better fitted for making homes of their own” (1926:
51). Interestingly, this article also demonstrates the changing attitudes toward childrearing and
the consumerist approach to homemaking that was, by this point, already firmly in place in
affluent segments of American society.
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their husbands (Haraven 1991), but also in terms of the ways in which space
within the home was understood and organized. These spatial divisions were
and are culturally and economically defined; Freeman claims that the division of
space within the American middle-class home would likely have had more of an
impact on Christine Frederick‟s thought about applying the principles of scientific
management to the domestic sphere than the decline in the availability of
servants because space in these kinds of homes was clearly demarcated:
[…] the clear differentiation of domestic space was bound up for the
American middle classes with concepts of propriety and decency.
There is no indication that Mrs. Frederick questioned the
assumption that the kitchen was only a room for cooking. As a
result, the idea that the kitchen should be used for cooking only
became, for many European intellectuals, part of the concept of
modernity and the scientific approach to household management
generally (2004: 36).
Although this might overstate the importance of Frederick‟s ideas for the
development of European visions of modernity and household management, it
does point to a tension between European and North American traditions and
understandings of appropriate uses for different areas within the home. In HB at
this time kitchens were still very much non-public areas of the house, a sentiment
which extended to, for example, the rhetoric surrounding proper ventilation in the
kitchen as an antidote or preventative measure to the spread of cooking smells
through the house (e.g. Whitehorne, 1921; ILC Ventilation HB04C:535). In
subsequent eras, a return to the idea that the hearth is the centre of the home
became fused with an increasing acceptance of the kitchen as a public space in
the form of eat-in kitchens and open-concept living areas. The specialization and
segmentation of domestic space is, then, intimately bound up with the diffusion of
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various household technologies and sociotechnical systems more broadly,
including electricity, heating systems, cooking and eating, as well as the
individual lives of residents.
New appliances such as ranges and ice boxes, introduced to the home
from the middle of the nineteenth century on, were of “great symbolic importance
in expressing the specialization in the functions of the home, along with those of
the family – a specialization that required new codes of behaviour, modes of
production and management, and, therefore, new roles for women” (Haraven
1991: 264-265). These new gadgets, then, played a role similar to the ads and
articles in HB especially – that is, the presence of new appliances in homes were
meant to indicate to others in the same social circle that these were appropriate
changes to the usual or accepted ways of doing things, particularly if the
standard of living was not threatened (e.g. Maytag GH October 1916:177). In
fact, the adoption of a new appliance such as a refrigerator by a prominent
household was sometimes used as an advertising tool by the manufacturer. A
March 1926 ad in Good Housekeeping, for example, openly bragged about the
company‟s famous customer: “In Henry Ford‟s Home, you‟ll find a THOR
Cylinder Washer” (183); Jewett Refrigerator ads in HB took a similar approach by
providing a list of prominent customers in addition to emphasizing the quality of
the product (e.g. HB Feb 1921:141). Even where tasks were accomplished was
challenged in some instances. The kitchen, for example, moved to the porch with
the Armstrong Table Stove, allowing the housewife to prepare a meal for
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unexpected guests “right on the porch” (GH04D:166; see also, Star-Rite
Reversible Toaster, GH05C:195).
One of the most important aspects of creating a space in which to live is
the creation of distinct areas. In the global West, purpose-built and at least semipermanent areas are preferred.92 This is nothing new, and was in fact far more
regimented at various points in time and throughout the Euro-American world
(Rybczynski 1986). North American houses at the turn of the twentieth century,
for example, if they were to house maids, butlers, and other hired help, needed to
have living quarters for these individuals located a socially appropriate distance
away from that of family members. In addition to the living quarters, though, the
division of labour and the kinds of tasks for which outside help was hired
necessitated other kinds of divisions of space and the creation of rooms. With
respect to the kitchen, tiny rooms around it – usually between the kitchen itself
and the dining room – were needed to allow these non-family members of the
household to do their jobs. Sculleries, butler‟s pantries, laundries, and, in larger
wealthier homes, servants‟ dining quarters helped to distinguish the spaces
associated with the family from those of the hired staff.
The hiring and employment of help in running the household required,
then, a level of affluence of the employing family that was sufficient to not only
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By the autumn of 1931, HB acknowledged the (at least part time) urban lifestyle of some of its
readers by featuring a photo spread entitled, “Contemporary Furniture for the Living-DiningSleeping Room” (HB06D). Although the captions describe the furniture as having been especially
designed for a one-room apartment, no indication is given about the kind of resident either the
magazine or the designers supposed would live in such a place. Regardless of this ambiguity,
this photo spread represents a sharp departure from the detached houses that were assumed
and/or featured in earlier issues of the magazine. This may be seen as the beginning of an
attitude shift toward considering urban life as an appropriate or acceptable choice for HB‟s
readers.
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pay the wages of the workers in the household but also to provide the physical
infrastructure needed to maintain an appropriate physical and social distance
between the worker and the employer. This maintenance of an appropriate
distance between those who needed the work done and those doing the work, in
addition to an overall lack of knowledge on the part of the mistress of the house
of how to properly do the work herself,93 is likely at least partially responsible for
the great anxiety surrounding what Good Housekeeping began to acknowledge
in 1906 (and perhaps earlier) as America‟s „servant crisis‟. When „going into
service‟ was a respectable option for employment, the keeping of a house had
been managed and overseen by the mistress of that house but the actual work,
in wealthy homes, was done by hired personnel (see Tryon 1916). When being a
servant ceased to as respectable and/or as lucrative as, for example, factory
work, mistresses of affluent households were challenged to find another way in
which to get the work done, as features like HB’s series “The Business of
Housekeeping” explained (e.g. MacDonald 1926, 1926b, 1926c).

93

Schwartz Cowan points out the ways in which technological devices and systems changed the
time spent on household tasks: “In households that were prosperous, the labour saved by laboursaving devices was not that of the housewife but of her helpers. This is the most salient reason
that every time study of affluent housewives during these years (and many such studies were
done, as these were the years in which home economists, like so many other Americans, were
fascinated by „efficiency studies‟) revealed that no matter how many appliances they owned, or
how may conveniences were at their command, they were spending roughly the same number of
hours per week at housework as their mothers had” (1983: 178).
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From Domestic Servants to a ‘Labour of Love’: Delegating Home Work

One of the things that characterize social studies of this period is the
emphasis on the shift in the kinds and numbers of inhabitants in an average
home. Schwartz Cowan notes that “the significant change in the structure of the
household labour force was the disappearance of paid and unpaid servants
(unmarried daughters, maiden aunts, and grandparents fall into the latter
category) as household workers – and the imposition of the entire job on the
housewife herself” (1985: 187). For some time after the appearance of the crisis
in domestic service articles beginning in 1906, it seems as though the emphasis
in the magazines is on sustaining three things: first, the appearance of the
household, second, the standard of living (cleanliness, healthfulness, etc.) of the
household, and third, the competence of the mistress of the house as a domestic
goddess, knowledgeable in all things „household‟.94 Some of the articles in the
magazines compared the costs of servants and mechanical appliances, a
comparison which usually came out in favour of the machines (e.g. Balderston,
1916; James 1906).
Perhaps the most compelling evidence that servants were decreasingly
present in the home, either as live-in or day help was provided by House
Beautiful‟s architectural and floor plan drawings that were frequently included in
stories about kinds of ideal homes to which different sub-groups, such as single
women (e.g. “A House for a Single Woman” 1931) or bachelors (e.g. “Summer
94

That the home is an extension or reflection of the woman who runs/creates/maintains it is a
fairly common and, at the time, accepted, idea, especially in the post-World War I era (Schwartz
Cowan 1983; see also Fisher, 1931b).
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Home for a Bachelor” 1931), or for renovations that might allow a creative
solution to the absence of live-in paid servants (e.g. Tompkins, 1906), might
aspire. Gradually, in the magazine, paid servants are made absent from the
home as space designated for them disappears, usually starting with the living
quarters and then progressing to other designated spaces that are either
eliminated altogether (service dining room) or are absorbed into other spaces
(scullery, butler‟s pantry into kitchen). These shifts are reflective of a change in –
if not a total elimination of – the employment of hired help from live-in to daily
labour brought in for specific tasks, such as for laundry or for special functions
(parties, spring cleaning, and similar infrequent tasks).95
The inclusion of a floor plan in HB‟s features on houses served several
other functions as well.96 First, it attempted to appeal to a market segment that
appreciated architecture and design by illustrating rather than simply describing
the internal divisions of space within the house. These spaces were purposedirected – libraries, breakfast rooms, and coal storage could all be indicated
without dwelling on the „mundane‟ details of the location of utilities and water
closets. Second, it demonstrated the affluence of the householders being
95

HB‟s early issues provided some indication that servants were very much still present by
publishing articles about their work, proper attire, and the like (e.g. “The Day of An English
Housemaid” HB02D:xxxii), even alongside ads that acknowledged that (at least some) women did
(at least some of) their own work at home (e.g. Hoosier Kitchen Cabinets HB02D:xxxii; Figure
4.6).
96
GH sometimes included floor plan drawings in its early years, but did not do so with the same
regularity or frequency, or for the same purposes as did HB. GH‟s floor plans usually
accompanied some special feature whereas HB usually contained at least one feature home per
issue. Also, in GH the purpose of the floor plan was usually to illustrate efficient or economic
layout in one particular room by labelling each fixture and appliance (e.g. Maddocks, 1921), and
seems to serve a purpose similar to the photographs that often accompanied these features.
These floor plans are more like aerial photographs than the whole house layout format that HB
seemed to favour. Photographs themselves, in addition to floor plans, became increasingly
important in HB to illustrate design and décor as well as layout. Photos were also combined with
descriptive captions to showcase various products (e.g. “New Kitchen Equipment” HB06A:66).
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Figure 4.6 HB02D:xxxii
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profiled, which, again, helped to indicate appropriate social aspirations and
values to those in that peer group. HB often presented examples of individual
rooms, frequently located in homes featured in its pages, as models to be
emulated by readers. Floor plans, photographs and captions – rather than prose
– told the story (e.g. “An Ideal Kitchen and Pantry Arrangement” HB Feb 1921:
128; Figure 4.7). As the „servant crisis‟ passed, the floor plans that were a
regular feature of HB showed how smaller, service-based rooms such as the
scullery and the butler‟s pantry began to be absorbed into the kitchen as women
began to do their own housework rather than direct it, and as the discourse of
(step- , labour- , time-) „saving‟ in housework emerged (e.g. Nash 1931). Third,
floor plans were used in conjunction with or to further the educational campaigns
present in advertising. A floor plan that accompanied an article about wiring one‟s
house for electricity, for example, would indicate where lights and switches
should be placed and, later, where outlets might best be located for maximum
convenience and ease of use (e.g. Trautschold 1921). So, again, not only did the
magazines teach people how to consume products and utilities, consumers were
also learning how their peers (or those with whom they aspired to be peers) lived.
But it wasn‟t just a matter of delegating the work from paid (or unpaid)
servants to another party, as might be assumed at first glance - technological
„helpers‟ did not simply absorb the work previously done by servants, for
example, but actually changed the character, frequency, and method by which
the work was done, all of which impacted upon understandings and expectations
of the work more generally (Shove 2003). Huws (2003) provides several
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Figure 4.7 HB Feb 1921: 128
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explanations for why „labour-saving‟ devices do not actually save any of the
housewife‟s labour (despite advertisers‟ claims to the contrary, e.g. Hoosier
Kitchen Cabinets GH Dec. 1916:169), two of which are particularly important
here. First, when a new technology is introduced, it frequently means that there is
greater „consumption work‟ to be done by the consumer. Where, for example,
food provisioning for a household involved at one time a whole range of people,
including delivery people and various specialized shopkeepers such as butchers,
green grocers, and druggists, it increasingly involved travel, time, comparison,
and physical effort on the part of the consumer, as traditional tasks are
commodified, resulting in a self-service economy where, as Huws (2003) claims,
women still bear the brunt of the work. Secondly, and very much related to the
first point, the centralization of services transfers the expenditure of time, energy,
transportation, and other costs to users (supermarkets, doctor‟s office visits).
Thus, the wider economic and ideological climate of the times had an impact
upon the ways in which household tasks were being performed as well as upon
the parties to which the labour was being delegated.
In terms of human labour in the domestic environment, Schwartz Cowan
notes that domestic servants were integral to the functioning of an affluent
household and that “in households that were prosperous, the labour saved by
labour-saving devices was not that of the housewife but of her helpers” (1983:
178; see also Schwartz Cowan 1997). As affluent households introduced new
technologies, a two-part delegation of labour and responsibility was occurring:
first, housewives were supervising the performance of work by their paid
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domestic servants.97 Secondly, these domestic servants were delegating what
work they could to the new technologies introduced to the household by
employers, sometimes in an effort to make the servants‟ tasks easier and thus to
retain paid domestic help in an era when this was becoming increasingly
difficult.98 When it did come to the point where the housewife needed to do her
own work (once paid or unpaid domestic labour was unavailable for one reason
or another), these technological gadgets began to be promoted, often by citing
social philosophies such as scientific management and Taylorism, as „timesaving‟, „labour-saving‟, and/or „step-saving‟ in a much more direct manner to the
housewife herself, particularly in the advertising that followed the First World
War: “as advertisements for refrigerators, washing machines, and vacuum
cleaners replaced those for iceboxes, laundry tubs, and brooms, servants
disappeared from the advertisements – to be replaced by housewives, neatly
manicured and elegantly coiffured, but housewives nonetheless” (Schwartz
Cowan 1983:177). Housework at this time began to be depicted as an
expression of love and of a housewife‟s personality, rather than a chore, or as
something that could be delegated to another person, even if that person were
present.

97

One example of the serene managerial leisure and poetic writing style that might be associated
with this type of arrangement is Tryon‟s article, “Reflections of a Housewife: Keeping House by
Ear,” in which the patterns of noise and rhythms of the household become familiar over time.
Most examples in the article indicate that there is some spatial distance within the home between
the woman/mistress and the work being done: “It does not take a very wise housewife […] to
know the sound of her own utensils. Even two or three rooms away, and occupied with other
things, she names the noises from her kitchen and pieces the information they give her into a
logical sequence” (Tryon: 1916: 54).
98
Although the technology did not last, an ad for the Chambers Fireless Gas Range openly
acknowledges this effort by housewives: “If she‟s fortunate enough to have good servants she
knows she can keep them by lightening labour” (HB05B: 348).
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How to arrange one‟s space, how to make up for the absence of helping
bodies and even how to maintain the standard of living/lifestyle to which the
family was accustomed became a challenge. The crisis in domestic service was
also in many ways a crisis of social norms and standards. How was one person
to do the work previously done by three at, for example, a social function where
those three bodies would have formed part of the sociotechnical system
responsible for the creation and smooth delivery of services at the event (see
Benton 1906)? When it became increasingly difficult in North America to hire
domestic help, it also became necessary to redefine „propriety‟ and social norms
about what it meant to be a good hostess or an effective housekeeper, for
example. The meaning of a home also needed to be modified to account for
these changes in demographics and social norms to better reflect the reality of a
home run by (usually) one person (usually the wife/mother) who both managed
and did the work. In other words, the treatment of servants/hired help as part of
the background or infrastructure of the household had to change when the
mistress of the house began to do some if not all of the household work.99
Perhaps this is where the „need‟ to save time stems from – keeping up
appearances in the face of an overwhelming amount of work for one person. The
advertising (and, to a certain extent, articles) in Good Housekeeping at this time
(mid- and post- World War I) bears this out: products are described and their
claims to save time are phrased in terms of doing one‟s job well. These claims
also play on an already-present sense of busy-ness (Ridley, 1926). „Saving time‟,
99

There is certainly an overlap in these phases of the affluent household. In 1916, for example,
HB published both an article on keeping house by ear (Tryon 1916) and another on arranging the
kitchen to be as efficient as possible for the lone worker (Richardson 1916).
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though, did not come in the form of eliminating perceived needs or by decreasing
the frequency with which tasks were done; instead, it was couched in terms of
allowing time for leisure (e.g. KitchenAid GH05B: 214; Whirldry Washer
GH05C:148; Robertshaw AutomatiCook GH06C:256), or (significantly for the
argument at hand) in terms of enlisting the help of new technologies for the home
by decreasing the time and/or attention required to complete tasks like laundry,
cooking, and shopping (e.g. Savage Washer and Dryer GH05A: 151;
Robertshaw AutomatiCook GH05A:162). In some cases, the language and
imagery used in these ads was quite dramatic, such as in the ad for the Savage
Washer and Dryer seen in Figure 4.8 (GH05C:222). New technologies in the
home also took great advantage of the presence and normalization of other
technologies, and began to be discussed in combinations or in contexts that
assumed the use of another technology. This was not limited to highly
specialized pairings such as the many small appliances that drew power from
light sockets, or separate devices that controlled oven heat (e.g. Lorain Oven
Heat Regulator, GH05A:191); advertisements for domestic technologies continue
to assume familiarity with and/or use of earlier technologies in their efforts to
normalize and make new technologies fit for consumption. This was sometimes
done by making one appear as another both within and across product types, by
advertising it as an additional product from a trusted maker or by combining
features and functions.100
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The design of the product also became an issue after the field/discipline of industrial design
emerged in the early 1930s. As areas where housework is done become more and more visible
to all members of the household, as well as to visitors, how household equipment is designed,
displayed, and used becomes more of an aesthetic than a functional concern. Toasters, for
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Figure 4.8 GH05C:222
example, perform a fairly unglamourous task but are often amongst the most eye-catching small
kitchen appliances possible. Early innovations in appliance design (in the 1930s) began to
streamline the outward appearance of appliances, making them more aesthetically appealing
while simultaneously pushing the workings – the functional bits – inside (Lupton 1993:8). By
hiding the mechanisms that allowed a device to function, additional features could sometimes be
added without compromising a familiar shape or appearance. This practice became even more
pronounced and important in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (see chapters six
and seven).
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What are now considered „basics‟ – electricity, for example - provided a
conduit through which these new technologies could proliferate; electricity
necessarily had to precede the gadgets that used it for power in home
environments. In many of the articles and ads that featured advice and
suggestions about electric devices, especially those for cooking, the cost of
operating it was provided, sometimes in comparison with other fuel sources such
as natural gas, gasoline, coal or wood (e.g. Frigidaire HB04D:213). Because of
the concern about the cost of operating the electric device (e.g. Thor Electric
Washing Machine GH Dec 1916:99), the speed with which it did its job was often
mentioned.101 Speed soon became an end in itself as devices became more
specialized in their function. This, combined with the cost of operation, and later
the ease of use, began to overshadow multipurpose devices.

The Rationalization of Housework

New technologies for the home were not always mechanical: it was
around this time that the idea of saving time, labour, and/or steps surged in
popularity, as did the frequency of articles suggesting ways to plan and budget
both time and money ever more efficiently. In each case, though, the help of
technologies was presented as essential for sustaining the ways of life to which
women and their families were accustomed. Technologies began to appear in
101

Some advertisements of this period compared smaller or portable devices with their larger or
built-in counterparts in terms of cost, ease of use, and/or effectiveness, such as Bissell‟s Electric
Suction Cleaner ad in the November 1916 issue of GH (154), or Western Electric Vacuum
Cleaner HB03B:xxxi.
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more and more aspects of home life, as expected competences and skill sets as
well as work became delegated to them. Now, women were encouraged to “let
the fireless [cooker] do it!” (Allen, 1916) and, later, to consider electricity “their
summer servant” (n.a. “Electricity Your Summer Servant” GH July 1916; see also
Western Electric GH03D: 129, Figure 4.9). Oven heat regulators, changing
demands for what constituted a clean house, and new ideas in childrearing
(among

other

factors)

combined

to

force

the

cook/cleaner/seamstress/medic/chauffeur/etc. to yield her area(s) of expertise to
gadgets and new ways of doing old tasks, such as feeding the family.
The continued rise of industrial capitalism in the early part of the twentieth
century – in the form of Taylorist and Fordist methods of production –
encouraged a transformation in production methods from craft to assembly line
models, as well as shifting the dominant supply method from something akin to
on-demand to mass production, where demand somehow needed to adapt to
supply, rather than the other way around. But, as is noted above, what was
becoming familiar in industry and business was also becoming familiar in the
home. Robins and Webster make the point that
[…] Taylorism is more than just a doctrine of factory management.
It became […] a new social philosophy, a new principle of social
revolution, and a new imaginary institution in society. Outside the
factory gates, Scientific Management became a new form of social
control, not just in the dominative sense of the term, but also in the
more neutral sense of the „capacity of a social organization to
regulate itself‟. Taylor and his various epigones believed that the
idea of rational, scientific and efficient management and regulation
could be extended beyond the workplace to other social activities.
They spoke of „social efficiency‟, by which they meant „social
harmony‟ under the leadership of „competent‟ experts (1999: 98;
emphasis added).
154

Figure 4.9 GH03D: 129
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In the early decades of the twentieth century, the economic forces at work in the
public sphere were deliberately and at times forcefully transferred into the home
environment, largely by the „home economics movement‟. Home economists and
industrial engineers teamed up “to show housewives how to apply Frederick
Taylor‟s factory-oriented time- and motion-studies to their tasks at homes”
(Hayden 1984:76). Because the division and specialization of labour present in
the factory/industrial version of Taylorism was missing in the domestic
environment, though, this led to housewives with stopwatches attempting
industrial-style task analyses on themselves – “they were the managers
supervising their own speed-up” (Hayden 1984: 76). Home economists also
introduced and encouraged rationality and efficiency in the home environment by
“encourag[ing] educated consumption by studying and teaching food values and
textile qualities” (Strasser 2000:210). This extended to collaborating with social
workers to teach poor families how to use money and how to budget, as well as
encouraging women studying home economics at the post-secondary level to
learn how to consume, particularly if they were not planning to work for wages in
the field of home economics (Strasser 2000: 212).
In domestic environments, as might be expected, the „competent experts‟
mentioned by Robins and Webster (1999), were sometimes presumed to be the
women who ran the household.102 Much more frequently, however, these experts
came in the form of appliances and devices and other technologies to which
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Sometimes the expert role was at odds with the manager role, as in HB‟s injunction to “Be
Your Own Electrician” (Jones 1926) when dealing with malfunctioning small electrical appliances.
This article explained to housewives who to change household and appliance fuses, make a lamp
out of a bowl or vase, and fix a faulty cord in an iron.
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housewives might delegate one task or another, including systems of doing
things like saving steps or accomplishing multiple goals at the same time. A
General Electric ad for the Hotpoint Automatic Range (GH06C: 144, Figure 4.10)
demonstrates this idea. The „competent experts‟ became, to a greater and
greater extent, instruction manuals, consumer help departments, the inner
workings of mechanical gadgets, and home economics and advice columnists,
rather than individuals who knew how to do domestic work without these
technological aids. Articles in mass-market publications like Good Housekeeping
are included here as well, and were written by or at least openly credited to
„Professors‟ (e.g. Bemis, 1906) and employees of electrical utility companies
(e.g. Miller, 1911), among other (perceived) authorities.
In part, the economic rationality or viability of producing some goods, such
as soap and candles in the domestic sphere was undermined by mass
production techniques, and in other cases, such as with laundry and household
cleanliness, standards of cleanliness and hygiene rose to such a point that, in the
popular imaginary, it became impossible to „properly‟ do this kind of work in the
home without the help of some technology or another. Demonstrating the role
that advertising and the popular media played in educating reader/consumers
about these rising standards, a Norge refrigerator ad, for example, claims that
the fridge was “designed and built to meet present day requirements for food
preservation,” without explaining what those requirements are (GH06C: 251).
Shove (2003) discusses the change in what „clean laundry‟ means from an action
that would have been carried out on it (boiling) to sight- and smell-based criteria
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FIGURE 4.10 GH06C: 144
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accomplished through the use of appliances and technological helpers
(whiteness, or the absence of visible stains or dirt, in addition to „smelling good‟,
or at least not smelling „bad‟).
Since at least the publication of Catherine Beecher and Harriet Beecher
Stowe‟s The American Woman’s Home (1869), efficiency and order in the home
was something to be sought, not only to accomplish tasks but also to create the
kind of environment they believed a family was entitled to – a haven. By the time
Christine Frederick‟s Household Engineering (1919) was published, science and
broader social and industrial trends might have contributed to the popularity of
her ideas:
No chore, she insists, is „too small or too unimportant‟ to be
subjected to analysis. She clearly revels in the challenge of finding
new ways of accomplishing her different household tasks with a
minimum number of steps and movements, and thus, it is assumed,
of time and effort. And she provides detailed accounts of a host of
experiments and calculations she has undertaken. One example
will suffice to illustrate her approach, her „careful experiments made
with dishwashing over a period of two months and analysis of each
of the six steps in the dishwashing process‟. This set of
experiments led her to believe that the adoption of her methods
would prevent housewives from being ground down by domestic
drudgery and its dreadful accompanying tiredness, thereby freeing
them to be more responsive wives and mothers (Freeman 2004:
31, note omitted).103
The haven ideal of the home environment, then, did not disappear with the
incursion of scientific management principles into the domestic sphere, but
seems rather to have attempted to use the techniques of the industrial world
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Hayden (1989) points out that methods such as Frederick‟s were, in fact, anti-feminist since
they questioned neither the household work that „needed‟ to be performed nor who was
responsible for doing it.
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against itself to create an effective sanctuary for the home‟s residents. Like some
of Beecher and Beecher Stowe‟s ideas, many of Frederick‟s principles continue
to influence Western conceptions of what a kitchen, as a specific part of the
home, should do:
[Frederick‟s] ideas not only encouraged safer use of the kitchen but
also made efficiency and the notion of time-saving in kitchen work a
socially acceptable goal for women. Her influence is still apparent in
the layout of today‟s kitchens and, in terms of encouraging efforts to
ease the burdensome work of domestic chores, remains
benevolent. Though never part of a serious challenge to the
unequal position of women generally in society, it undoubtedly
helped to foster a way of thinking about kitchen work which had the
potential for making women‟s lives freer (Freeman 2004:32; see
also Strong 1906).
While this would seem to indicate some change in kitchens in particular and
household formations more generally, what remains the same is the kitchen itself
as a separately demarcated space within the home. What changes here, then,
are the ways in which the space is used and, potentially, the tasks that it
performs or are performed in it, the technologies and gadgets loaded into the
space and the ways in which the kitchen and its human and non-human
inhabitants relate to one another and to other spaces in the home.

Conclusion

The rhetoric of „saving‟ steps, labour, and/or time in housework as an
extension or incarnation of the efficiency and order frequently sought in the
domestic sphere – and especially in the kitchen – appears to have come about in
response to a decrease in the number of people performing household work, a
160

potential increase in the number of home workers who read magazines (and the
increase in popularity of these), and, perhaps most significantly here, because of
the application of scientific principles to the management and maintenance of the
home. Rationalizing household processes such as cooking required the creation
of a pattern in which the worker could move. In HB this appears to have taken
the form of building or remodelling one‟s kitchen so as to take advantage of
„scientific‟ findings about traffic flow and common tasks carried out in the space
(e.g. Richardson 1916; MacDonald 1926c). Traffic flow in kitchens today is still
influenced by this attention to tasks and the effectiveness of work in the form of
the „magic triangle‟ created by the range, fridge, and sink. This rhetoric, with its
acknowledgement of patterns and tasks to be completed in as efficient a manner
as possible, may be the beginning of the idea of the house as machine (and the
human as part of this machine) vision of the house (articulated in modernist
architectural theory e.g. Corbusier), its smooth operation and maintenance.104
If the earlier concern about the servant crisis/question is to be believed,
the saving steps argument places one worker in the system or machine where
once there may have been two or more. But why were these lone workers
attempting to maintain households that had at one time required several people
to run? As is noted above, concern about standard of living is likely, as are
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The unsigned editorial in the September 1931 edition of HB acknowledged this idea as well as
some of the criticism that it had attracted, before noting the difference between a house and a
home: “The phrase „a house is a machine to live in‟ has received much criticism from those who
interpret it as a eulogy of a habitation which merely of four stark walls plus a roof and complete
mechanical equipment. But a house is, as a matter of fact, just this. It offers us shelter and certain
conveniences for the business of living. We must ourselves bring to it those qualities that will
transmute it into a home. Its walls, its timbers, and its most minute parts will in time receive the
impress of these qualities, but they never confer it” (n.p.).
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familiarity with habits and traditions and social appearances.105 Toward the end
of the Electric Era, though, another reason might have factored in: household
gadgets to help with cooking and cleaning. By the interwar years in HB and GH it
is clear that the stigma that filled the void left by departing servants had lessened
to the degree where not only might a woman do her own cooking but she might
also take advantage of the domestic portability of many of the new appliances by
„cooking‟ at the table or on the porch.
„Saving‟ of one form or another was not the only way in which the drive to
make housework easier, less laborious and less time-consuming was articulated.
Christine Frederick‟s Household Engineering (1919) and Lillian Gilbreth‟s The
Home-Maker and Her Job (1927) attempted to bring into the home or at least to
the tasks performed in the home the same kinds of rational principles (in the form
of social philosophies) that were being applied to industry, such as Ford‟s
assembly line plant operations.106 While the even modestly affluent home had,
since the early Industrial Era, served as a haven from the world of work (at least
for the men of the household), slowly but surely that world of work began to
creep into the domestic environment. Tasks performed in the home were

105

Some articles in HB provided housewives – „homemakers‟ as HB called them – with concrete
suggestions on how to deal with the transition from having servants to doing the work by oneself,
including what to wear to do housework and how, more generally, to approach it professionally
(e.g. MacDonald 1926). These same articles often attempted to provide some comfort and
reassurance about the value of the work itself to women doing their own work, and/or learning to
look on it differently: “Housework has suffered in social standing, because we could, once, hire
cheap labour to do it, and the work was thereby demeaned” (MacDonald 1926:74).
106
Robins and Webster (1999) call this „social philosophy‟. Hayden (1989) calls it anti-feminist in
the larger context of domestic work and calls for equality, especially since, unlike other schemes
that called for the socialization of housework or that challenged gendered divisions of labour in
the home, Frederick and Gilbreth both perpetuated the isolated single family home with a
wife/mother as domestic labourer. Frederick, in her work that explicitly addresses how to turn
housewives into consumers, might be considered a mouthpiece of the corporations that hired her
or used her work in the interests of their profit margins (see Hayden 1989).
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beginning to be recognized as work and were thus subject to the same kinds of
rationalization and efficiency criteria that were becoming commonplace outside of
the home. As will be demonstrated throughout the chapters that follow, this trend
is one that has continued to the present day, particularly as communication and
information technologies become more and more pervasive and serve to bridge
the gap between home and work.
Each of the three organizing themes of the dissertation is thus present in
the Electric Era: Networks are to be found in electricity itself, in the households
that required a staff to function, and in the beginnings of the positioning of the
housewife at the centre of a network of domestic technologies. Consumption is
similarly present in a number of ways, ranging from the magazines‟ emphasis on
purchasing as a way to create an ideal home and/or to stave off the crisis of a
domestic labour shortage, either in the form of paid servants or in the form of a
housewife who was both managing and doing the work required to run her
household. Mobility in this era is to be found above all in the novel ways in which
things and people circulated around the home in relation to the proliferation of
electrical power points.
In the next chapter another shift in household norms is examined as the
home depicted in GH and HB is part of a postwar suburb, connected to the city
by the automobile, on which suburban residents become increasingly reliant
throughout the era to access goods and services. The home as site and object of
market-based consumption continues and is expanded as new materials emerge
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and familiar products return to the public marketplace following the shortages
brought on by years of war and economic depression.
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CHAPTER 5: AUTOMOBILITY, POSTWAR SUBURBS,
REDISTRIBUTION OF DOMESTIC COMPETENCES

AND

THE

Building on the approach to the magazine data taken in chapter four, this
chapter continues the analysis of advertising in GH and HB in the context of the
postwar suburb. Because the very existence of these suburbs in the United
States depended on and assumed the existence of automobiles and
automobility, these must be taken into account in any attempt to understand
domestic life in this era, and so are discussed at some length with reference to
the changing configuration and location of postwar domestic spaces.
The central argument of this chapter is that, at this time, several persistent
ideologies and infrastructures became solidified: the gendered divisions of labour
in the form of the breadwinner-homemaker family as well as the suburban
housing stock have continuing legacies in contemporary North America. Also, in
terms of building-in, this era saw the beginning of a serious move to delegate
household work to machinic helpers such as electric washers and oven timers.
This distribution of competences set the stage for more contemporary familiarity
and comfort with delegation to and trust in machines to appropriately carry out
household tasks like cooking and laundry. Three key and inter-related issues
implicated in this argument are elaborated in this chapter: first, that housing and
the ideal of domestic life in this era differ from the Electric Era to Era of
Automobility, second, that the role of the housewife was expanded and further
exploited in magazines during this era, and third – most significantly – that the

165

interior spaces of postwar suburban homes influenced the ways in which „home‟
is defined.
The meaning of being middle class also changed from the early to the
mid-twentieth century. Nicolaides and Wiese argue that “[i]ndeed, suburbia
played a crucial, if complex, role in the formation of this class in the postwar
years” (2006a: 258). The occupations included in the middle class expanded
beyond white collar workers and professionals to “blue collar workers whose
economic standing rose,” and, significantly for the current discussion, as “middle
class status came to depend less on occupation, more on possessions and way
of life – what a person consumed and how he behaved were more important than
what he did for a living. In this milieu, suburban home ownership became an
important badge of middle class status. If you lived in a particular place, owned a
home, and fit in, you were considered middle class” (Nicolaides and Wiese
2006a: 258). The housing stock attests to this distinction – pre-war suburbs
tended to be within reach of urban public transit, in a nature-like setting (Kelly,
1993), with a larger average house size than most of the post-war suburban
houses,107 which were located in vast tracts of previously relatively isolated land
beyond the trolley tracks (Volti, 1996). The rapidly emerging planned suburban
development, exemplified by the Levitt Brothers‟ development at Island Trees,
Long Island, New York (which was quickly renamed „Levittown‟), and discussed
in depth by Kelly (1993), contained houses that were meant to provide affordable
107

By the end of World War II, the prewar suburbs were well established and beyond the means
of many returning veterans, even if they did qualify for GI benefits. Additionally, had they been for
sale, there were not sufficient numbers of them to address the housing crisis that helped to spark
the suburban tract housing developments such as those built by Levitt (Hayden 1984; Kelly
1993).
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housing for returning veterans and their families.108 These were designed by the
Levitt firm and, because of the amount of media attention it received; the Island
Trees development in particular is at least partially responsible for the radical
change in what it meant to be middle class.
If home ownership had previously only been available to (at least) middleclass households, and if a middle-class household before the war had required
multiple rooms to accommodate that lifestyle (such as a servants‟ dining room,
guest bedrooms, a formal parlour, and a formal dining room), after the war, home
ownership may still have been understood as the province of the middle class but
the Levitt houses were substantially smaller, composed of only four rooms plus
bathroom, and eliminated prewar housing features such as hallways and porches
(Jackson 1985). The interior space of the house had thus been re-tooled in a
manner similar to the shift in the geographic location of the house and the
neighbourhood of the middle class.
A useful way to think about the geographic and technological shifts that
took place during this era is to remember that as suburbs expanded further away
from downtown areas, the ability of workers to get to work sped up as personal
vehicles became more popular. Commuting time probably stayed roughly the
same but the ways in which workers traveled sped up and became more
individualized as distances increased between work and home. In this sense,
then, at least some of Harvey‟s arguments about time-space compression were
beginning to be realized to an even greater extent than during the Electric Era; in
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Levittown was a phenomenon studied at some length in academia. See, for example, Gans
(1982).
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other words, a shift in the relationship between time and space is very apparent
in the faster commute of the personal car versus the collective and inflexible
mass-transit system. In this way, technologies associated with mobility, such as
the automobile, became simultaneously more personalized and more integrated
with domestic life as suburbs expanded beyond trolley lines and as the layout of
the new suburbs increasingly included spaces dedicated to automobiles (e.g.
driveways, parking lots, and garages; see Jackson 1985). Later in this era, the
possibilities of working from home (or at least somewhere other than work)
began to be recognized, even if, as in subsequent eras, the realities of telework
and telecommuting didn‟t look anything like these initial hopeful projections.
Women remained the primary target of advertising that also began to both
acknowledge and contribute to the creation of new roles for women, such as
„housewife‟, a process begun in the Electric Era. The magazine materials in this
era did a great deal to discursively position the woman-as-housewife in the
suburbs and aided (or in need of aid) by technological helpers. Skills, knowledge,
and responsibility were delegated across non-humans in the domestic sphere
rather than resting solely with the housewife or with some other human „expert‟
(as servants or specialized hired help might have been considered in earlier
eras). Non-human, and especially machinic, help with the chores was an integral
part of achieving an ideal home life where the housewife‟s attention might be
„properly‟ focused on her husband and children. As with all information that
passes from the public to the private sphere, there are a number of tensions and
challenges regarding these images and ideals, some of which are explored in the
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sections addressing advertising and mid-century housework below. More
generally, advertising during this era worked to (re)distribute domestic work and
competences, to educate consumers, and to create a new image of the ideal
home, all of which required advertisers and producers to persuade consumers to
see themselves as part of a group of entities in the domestic sphere, reliant on
technologies to go about their everyday lives.
Finally, the spatial configuration of domestic spaces in post-war suburban
houses had some important implications for how „home‟ and domestic lives were
and are understood. Changing layouts and floor plans meant that meanings of
public and private also changed. New kinds of furniture and requirements for
housework were also bound up with the new kinds of houses in postwar suburbs
and so, by extension, in the ideal postwar home as depicted by GH and HB.
Growing informality and the opening up of the main floor or living areas of the
house meant that some household tasks and expectations disappeared, such as
the maintenance of a formal dining room, while new kinds of requirements arose
around parenting and laundry, for example.
The mobility of the middle class is demonstrated, in this era, in their postwar flight to newly constructed suburbs and the increasing reliance on
automobiles that such a move entailed. Roads were the key network of this era,
and the establishment of an effective road network involved political and
economic forces as well as socio-technical ones. Political and especially
economic concerns were also highly significant in encouraging a consumer
culture that would keep consumption levels high after the war. The new homes
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into which returning soldiers and their families were moving provided a ripe
opportunity for advertisers to further solidify and script the consumerist aspects of
a woman‟s role at home by continuing the creation of the „housewife‟ (a process
begun in the early twentieth century). In the postwar era, she was framed as a
sociotechnical entity that was at the centre of a constellation of technologies that
were promoted as helping her to do her job more effectively.
Postwar homemaking and homebuilding required a great deal of
consumption work, and it was coloured by ideologies that helped to normalize
postwar suburban life: breadwinner-homemaker nuclear families, heteronormativity, and the patriotism and consumption work required to create an „ideal
home‟ (see Hayden 1989; Lloyd and Johnson 2004). Postwar suburbs, the
automobility and other consumption work they required, and the conformity
characteristic of these environments are also both products of and breeding
grounds for the social philosophies that circulated in the middle years of the
twentieth century, particularly in terms of the social control mechanisms that are
built in to social philosophies and norms.
The Automobile and the Rise of the Suburb

The creation of suburbs, like the various Levitt developments, in the
postwar years appealed to (or was meant to appeal to) a particular kind of
homebuyer.109 He was a young, white, war veteran with a wife and children on
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The implications of the overwhelming adoption of Levitt‟s model of postwar housing have been
felt since their construction. Hayden points out that this model is at the root of some very serious
contemporary housing issues in the United States:

170

the way if he did not already have them (Hayden 1984). With very few
exceptions, most efforts to entice homebuyers were aimed at this kind of
consumer, which led to an en masse migration that left the old city centres to
poorer individuals and groups (Finch, 1992; Halliwell 2007; Hayden 1984,
McShane 1994).110 Some commentators have argued that the distance of the
new suburbs from the city centres appealed to returning soldiers who had seen
first-hand the devastation of city centres ravaged by bombs during the war (Finch
1992; Halliwell 2007). The newness of the houses was also an attractive feature,
especially for those weary after long years of housing shortages and shared
accommodation (Finch 1992).111 The result was a series of new housing

Most American housing is based on Levitt‟s model of home as a haven for the
male worker‟s family. Americans chose the Levittown model for housing in the
late 1940s; we have mass-produced the home as haven and transformed our
cities to fit this model and its particular social, economic, and environmental
shortcomings. This choice is at the heart of the housing problem of the 1980s.
Americans cannot solve their current housing problems without re-examining the
ideal of the single-family house – that is, re-examining its history, and the ideals
of family, gender, and the society it embodies, as well as its design and financing
(1984: 12).
Some of these issues have remained on the agenda, particularly in light of the tension between
the inflated cost of home buying in the US and the persistence of the ideal of owning a singlefamily home.
110
There has been some argument that the flight of the white middle class to the suburbs before
World War II was race- and class-based. Not wishing to interact with or live beside immigrants,
blue collar workers, and various „racial‟ groups (especially African Americans) is supposed by
some to have been motivation enough for the relatively more affluent white middle class to leave
the city centre in favour of the more homogeneous suburbs on the fringes of the city (McShane
1994; Finch 1992; Kelly 1993). Some suburbs were explicitly advertised to black veterans and
their families (Kelly 1993), despite the fact that in many parts of the US – like the Levittowns –
suburbs were not officially segregated, although this did end up being, to a greater or lesser
extent, what happened in practice. Jackson (1985) explains how the various government housing
policies in place during this time contributed to the creation or continued existence of slums and
ghettos.
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The FHA had begun to encourage developments like Levitt‟s for a different reason, though:
officially, to prevent overcrowding in city centres (Halliwell 2007).
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developments that were unusually homogeneous with respect to race, age, and
family situation.112
The purchase of a house in the suburbs as well as the consumerism with
which this time period is frequently associated – or at least was spawned in the
years following the war and was kept rolling in subsequent decades through the
tactics of the advertising industry and the cultural milieu of mid-century
America113- are intricately and inextricably related as processes of consumption
that helped to articulate and punctuate everyday life in the Era of Automobility.
This was also a time at which, due to the return of soldiers to the workforce and
the ensuing pressure on women to return to the home, the domestic ideals of the
nineteenth century returned (the home as haven, the cult of domesticity, doctrine
of separate spheres) and were enshrined and reflected in the shape of postwar
suburban houses. In terms of middle class life, the new suburban houses were
supposed to help sustain this lifestyle and to address another pervasive value of
American life at the time – the right to private property (Kelly 1993:284). What
post-war suburbs did, then, was to help sustain an outdated ideal image of what
respectable middle class life entailed, albeit with some modifications (particularly
the lack of servants114 and fewer rooms in much
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This homogeneity also worked as a social control mechanism by providing residents with everpresent (and circulating) examples of what was socially acceptable amongst their peers in terms
of behavior, consumption, and housing. This may also have helped to push levels of consumption
to higher and higher levels as suburbanites attempted to „keep up with the Joneses‟.
113
To generate enthusiasm and excitement for peace-time production, the return of consumer
products to store shelves after the war was a popular theme in advertising (Apex GH09B: 157;
Toastmaster GH09D: 103), as was the dreamlike quality of new appliances (e.g. Thor AutoMagic
Washer GH09C: 75). One whole issue of HB (January 1946) was full of cheerful articles about life
– including housekeeping - after the war (see Knight 1946; Paine 1946b).
114
Advertisements acknowledged the shift to non-human help, for example the one for
KitchenAid dishwashers in Figure 5.1 (HB13D:142).
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Figure 5.1 HB13D:142
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smaller houses).115 The ideal home as one requiring a great deal of consumption
work as a notion that persisted into this era, and the dominant interests in the
marketplace might be seen in the manufacturers who had a vested interest in
escalating,

or

at

least

maintaining,

peace-time

production

(and

thus

consumption) levels.
By the end of World War II automobiles were still securely positioned as
key players in the everyday lives of many Americans (Finch 1992), and played a
major role in the creation of the new suburbs that lay beyond city limits and past
the end of the public transit line. Not only were (male) workers using the car to
get to work – increasingly not located in the city but in the semi-rural or suburban
factories and businesses also located outside of the city (Nicolaides and Wiese,
2006b) – but, by the 1950s, housewives came to need one for childcare and
household tasks (Teaford, 1993). The quality of automobiles and the quality of
the roads on which they relied simultaneously improved in the first half of this
era, extending the distances the car could travel. The car-driver entity, an object
of much relatively recent social inquiry (though very little of this work addresses
the period under examination in this chapter, e.g. Featherstone et al., 2005), may
be argued to have come of age during this time, particularly because of the
amount of time spent in the car, predominantly by commuters. The practices of
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This ideal life has sometimes been referred to as „the American dream,‟ which, among other
qualities and aspirations, has usually included home ownership. In light of the historic election of
Barack Obama as President of the United States, and the global economic crisis that began in
the second half of 2008, popular magazines such as Vanity Fair were featuring stories about the
current state of the American Dream. Kamp‟s (2009) article, for example, examined the changing
definitions of „the American Dream‟ as a concept throughout time.
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the private sphere were seen to have consequences in the public sphere to an
extent greater than had perhaps been previously recognized. 116
As was the case with the spread of electricity, the presence of at least one
automobile in a suburban, white, middle-class household was increasingly taken
for granted. The automobile and the suburban lifestyle with which it existed
symbiotically became normalized in the United States during the post-war and
mid-century decades (Flink 1992). Indeed, Volti points out that “modes of
transportation have done much to shape residential patterns,” and that “with the
rise of mass automobile ownership, suburbs could sprawl over all available land,
limited only by what was considered a bearable commuting time” (1996: 684).
In the Era of Automobility, people, appliances, information, wastes, and
other non-human actants are all on the move, frequently in ways very similar to
those of the Electric Era. How, how often, and the speed with which people
moved into and out of the house with the growing ubiquity of the private
automobile (Finch 1992; Teaford 1993) were all altered during this era. The
house itself was felt to be part of a larger community, in part through the efforts of
its residents and in part because of the „umbilical cord‟ provided by the house‟s
116

If automobiles had been central to middle class everyday life prior to and even during the
Depression and then the war, they didn‟t dramatically change in appearance or function, likely
due at least in part to shortages and rationing during this time. After the war, however, this began
to change. Finch notes that designers‟ wartime task of creating airplanes influenced the
appearance of post-war automobiles (1992: 172; Automobile styling also later influenced
appliance design, as in the Starflight Styled Philco Electric Range {GH11C:160}, which had the
angular look of late 1950s American cars). Amenities in the car were also influenced by the
relationship between car manufacturers and their wartime aircraft production: radios, for example,
became standard in consumer cars following the war, as they had been in cockpits during the war
(Finch 1992: 175). In post-war life, soldiers-turned-suburban-commuters enjoyed radios in their
own private mobile transportation to and from home in the new suburbs just as flight crews had
during the long flights to bomb targets during the war (See Bull 2006 on mobile sound
environments). The car and the roads on which it travelled provided a private space that
connected the also-private domestic sphere to the public sphere.
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driveway that connected the house to the community and to the nation (Finch
1992:194). Electronic information began to come into the house in greater
volumes at this time as well, through the advent and dissemination of the
television, which some critics argue foiled the community-building activities of the
new postwar suburbs117 by insulating and isolating families from one another
(and then as multiple sets in a single house became more common, individuals
within the family and in the household) (Tichi 1991).
Following World War II, as manufacturers slowly returned to commercial
rather than military production and as servicemen returned home, a housing
boom partially enabled by attractive veterans‟ housing benefits (no down
payment,

low

mortgage

rates)118

helped

to

create

many

suburban

neighbourhoods that broke with the earlier pattern of urban expansion, in that
these suburbs, which lay beyond the city centre, also lay beyond the reach of

117

Finch makes a distinction between prewar suburbs and postwar exurbs. The latter “tended to
be even farther from the cities they clustered around than earlier suburbs, and [unlike these
earlier suburbs] their location owed little or nothing to existing forms of public transportation.
Without the automobile they could not have existed” (1992: 93). The development of the postwar
exurb is discussed in greater depth below, where I will follow the cues of many of the cited
sources and refer to them as postwar suburbs (see also Jackson 1985).
118
There are at least two important US federal government policy contributions to the suburban
boom that followed World War II: first, the existence of the Federal Housing Administration
Program (FHA), which had been established in the mid-1930s and which became very active
following the war as it “went into overdrive to re-house families and returning veterans,
concentrating on the growth of the suburbs in the second half of the 1940s to prevent city centres
from becoming overcrowded” (Halliwell 2007: 34). Second, the Servicemen‟s Readjustment Act –
commonly referred to as the „GI Bill of Rights‟ or simply (as here) the „GI Bill‟ – “allowed veterans
to earn a college education at government expense” (Umphlett 2006: 96), and the Veterans
Administration (in conjunction with the FHA) “made it possible for [veterans] to buy a home under
the lowest possible interest rates” (Umphlett 2006: 96). Levitt took advantage of the housing
shortage by using assembly-line techniques (after Ford and Taylor) to build inexpensive basic
houses that lower-income veterans could buy at these reduced rates. See also Kelly 1993 and
Jackson 1985 for an in depth discussion of Levitt‟s building techniques and the firm‟s relationship
with governments of various levels.
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public transit.119 Commuters to workplaces in the city centre as well as suburban
factories, then, needed automobiles to get to there, or at least to get to a
commuter rail station; in the early days of the suburb, this latter option likely
required and was necessitated by a housewife at home (who also knew how to
drive) who needed the car while the husband was at work. Some articles in GH
and HB noted that picking up one‟s husband from the train station could be either
a daily activity or a special end-of-the-week treat for the children (e.g. Kendall,
1941). Later, and as suburbs expanded even further, two car families became
more common (Teaford 1993). Suburbs and automobility began (and continue) to
be intimately linked as flexible scheduling and a sense of busy-ness began to be
assumed by advertisers.
Prewar suburbs were part of the city-as-network120 because they were
connected to public transit lines. Postwar suburbs became part of a network that
connected the city to the suburb (as well as points beyond): the road network.
The character of the mobility enabled and necessitated by postwar suburbs and
their built-in reliance on automobiles represented a change from the public
transit/pedestrian-focused mobility of prewar suburban life.

119

There is a key difference between the suburbs that began to appear even before World War I
(and certainly into the 1920s) and those that were created after World War II. In the former, some
connection to public transit, either from the city itself or in the form of interurban railways were
presupposed and the suburb‟s radial form followed the path of these transit lines; land that was
beyond walking distance to these depots, stations, or stops was nearly worthless in terms of
suburban development (Volti, 1996). In the latter, however, (although it may have been a very
gradual shift even during the Depression and both World Wars) automobiles and roads were
assumed in the design of these areas. Houses and neighbourhoods were built to include cars
(carports, garages, driveways, wide streets, back lanes, etc.) even as they tried in some cases to
exclude automobiles from community spaces by creating pedestrian-only areas (Teaford 1993)
and channeling through-traffic to peripheral roads (Jackson 1985).
120
See Thrift (2007) on another metaphor of the city as text.
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Continuity and Discontinuity in Advertising

Three themes prevailed in the advertising of domestic products in this era:
the enrolment of non-humans in the domestic sphere, the housewife-as-decisionmaker, and the ideal home as achieved by market-based consumption.121 First,
advertising during this era expanded on its role of educating consumers about
new products and methods (see chapter four for a discussion of the beginning of
this process in the twentieth century) to encourage the homemaker in particular
to see herself (and by extension her family) as part of a constellation of domestic
appliances and tools (e.g. Kelvinator GH10C: 22-23). She was directed, in much
of the advertising of this era, to delegate various tasks to different and
increasingly specialized technologies that had been purchased and brought into
the domestic sphere to lighten the burden of household work (e.g. Easy WasherIroners GH08B: 209).122 Sometimes, though, these technological helpers were
actually parts of systems that included people and things outside of the house
121

It is apparent, from very early on in this era, that there is a qualitative difference in the
advertising present in each of the magazines. GH features ads that focus on cost, benefits to the
consumer, and superiority over other models, whereas in HB, ads tend to focus on quality,
design, and the superiority and/or modernity of the product (e.g. Kelvinator De Luxe Refrigerator
HB07B: n.p.). Lifestyle issues are also present in HB‟s ads: one for General Electric‟s Electric
Sink (HB08D: 111) suggests, for example that once the housewife has put her dishes in the
dishwasher and turned it on (if in fact she had done any of this herself), she has no further
housework to do and so can then turn to playing the piano while the dishwasher runs. Later in this
era, though, another lifestyle issue is pointed to as a woman clears the table in a KitchenAid
dishwasher ad, which claims that she can spend more time with her family (who the audience of
the ad is meant to understand are the people in the background) if she has the product in her
home (HB13C: 18). While GH appears to have more advertising within its pages in the early part
of this era, closer examination reveals that HB was much better at couching its advertising in the
form of design, décor, and advice articles, e.g. “Electrical Good Buys of the Month” 1936:40-41;
“The Bride‟s Kitchen” (1936): 52-53, 102; also most other non-credited articles in HB throughout
this era.
122
This continued into later eras. Whirlpool Appliances, for example, claimed that their 1981
refrigerator was “almost human” (HB16C: 125), which may have been included to convince
consumers of its superiority to other refrigerators that were not quite so intelligent.
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and were brought home in the form of prepared food products: In conjunction
with other articles about new mass-produced foods, HB likened those involved in
the production of these foods to household or kitchen servants in Harris‟ (1951a)
article “You Have 1001 Servants in Your Kitchen,” and which suggested that
women not be constrained by their mothers‟ and grandmothers‟ bias toward fresh
and homemade goods. It was not only assumed that a woman would be a part of
a nuclear family,123 it was also assumed throughout both magazines that she
would bear the majority of the responsibility for housework tasks, even if (as was
increasingly the case toward the end of this era) she worked for pay outside the
home (e.g. KitchenAid GH13C: 43; International Correspondence Schools
HB15B: 55; see also Hochschild 1989).124
Second, the housewife remained, according to the advertising industry,
the decision-maker for her household (e.g. Magic Chef Ranges GH07B: 171, and
Good Housekeeping May 1936:261; KitchenAid HB11D: 145; see also Lupton
1993), and her time acknowledged in advertising as valuable (despite her unpaid
and previously undervalued position) – Roper Gas Ranges, for example, told the
housewife/decision-maker that she „deserved‟ their product (GH10C:144). She
was positioned as in need of more „leisure time‟, which might include anything
from reading the latest issue of Good Housekeeping or House Beautiful to
spending more time with the children (e.g. Kendall GH08C: 97-100; Kelvinator
123

House Beautiful acknowledged that single women may also need homes, and toward this end
featured apartment layouts, which assumed, along with a lack of family obligations, an urban
residence and a career. E.g. “When She Comes Home From The Office,” HB07D: 58-59.
124
Marling (1994) points out that as early as 1959, 34% of the American workforce was made up
of women. This is a substantial departure from the messages sent by advertising and the
magazines more generally, which appear to have believed that at this time all women were wives
and mothers, and lived in suburbia or were striving to get there.
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HB16C: 108), and which was possible if she consumed the product advertised
(e.g. Kitchen Maid Cabinetry HB08D: 84). Promises made to homemakerconsumers during this era typically claimed to recognize her busy life (itself
largely a product of the advertisers and magazines) in one form or another (e.g.
KitchenAid GH11D: 138 and HB13B: 10), and to offer a solution to it. 125 More
subtle elements of this advertising strategy included design elements such as
“concealing the moving parts of machines inside smooth skins” (Lupton 1993:8)
to make cleaning easier (see also Caloric Gas Ranges GH10B: 205). These
kinds of strategies recognized nuances of the homemaker role; Lupton (1993)
notes that women have traditionally been the “chief custodians of modern
standards of hygiene” (8), and have also long been recognized as arbiters of
taste and style.
The advertising of this era represents a significant shift from that of the
Electric Era. Whereas in the Electric Era advertising had been rational, focused
on the product and its qualities and attributes, in an iconic fashion (Leiss et al.
2005), ads during the Era of Automobility shifted their focus to the consumer –
what the product might do for her, how it might satisfy X need in her life. 126
Advertising here suggests that the consumer should consider what the product
might do for her; Leiss et al. (2005) call this the narcissistic phase of advertising.
Totemism is the phase Leiss et al. (2005) place in the latter part of this era and
125

Disposable and convenience products were increasingly illustrated in advertising of this
period, e.g. Kleenex (GH08B: 189); Chef Boy-Ar-Dee (GH08C: 169); KVP Papermaids (GH10B:
287). An ad for Dole Canned Fruit (GH10B: 158) included suggestions about how to use this
product in daily cooking.
126
Women‟s desires were apparently supposed by advertisers to revolve around household tasks
and chores, e.g. General Electric Ranges GH08C: 112; Magic Chef GH08C: 153; Tappan Gas
Ranges GH08C: 19; Frigidaire GH08D: 7.
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into the next era. Consumption of particular products in this phase is meant to
indicate to one‟s peers one‟s position within the social realm. In purchasing a
fridge, for example, the totemic qualities of consumption practices during this era
come to bear on all facets of the decision making process. The model, colour
(e.g. Western-Holly „Continental‟ Gas Range GH10A: 178; International
Harvester

GH10B:193;

Marquette

Appliances

GH11C:196;

Whirlpool

Refrigerators HB16A: 33; and the ad for Amana Decorator Refrigerators {HB13D:
27} seen in Figure 5.2), year, features, even the ads promoting the products
themselves must be taken into account. Thus, it is not enough to merely own a
fridge: it must be the right fridge to indicate one‟s position in a wider social
context. Later in this era, as kitchens became increasingly visible to nonresidents through both design and layout, kitchen décor and appliances became
important forces in personalizing the space. Advertising played up the aesthetic
qualities of appliances, especially in House Beautiful (e.g. Thermador HB16D:
70; Craig 1966). In the case of fridges, this would have become particularly
important as kitchens became semi-public spaces and as conformity was an
important part of post-war suburban life.
The housewife – a creation of the advertising industry beginning in the
Electric Era – remained the target of advertisers anxious to keep the nuclear
families that made up the swiftly growing middle class consuming, even after
automobiles, fridges, washers, and even televisions has reached nearly one
hundred percent diffusion (Hayden, 2004; see also Servel Electrolux GH08C:
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Figure 5.2 HB13D: 27
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209). Parr points out that housewives were not anxious to lobby for or adopt
„labour-saving‟ equipment:
Women working at home for free were sensitive to criticisms that
their days were unproductive and that household tasks required
little skill. They were not won over by claims about „how little they
need do themselves‟ once they had a new range, partly, as a
woman marketer noted, „because they resent being told that a
product can do their job better and quicker than they can.‟ An
appliance which „saved‟ the labour of a woman who did not work for
wages cost, but did not save, money. Women whose home work
was unmeasured and unpaid were not well positioned to press for
purchases on the basis of labour-saving features, even if they could
see ways in which the new equipment would improve their work
efficiency. As General Steel Wares discovered by „scientific market
research‟ in 1954 as they planned to launch their new McClary
ranges, „ Most housewives would like to own a new automatic
range but they feel the money could be better spent on other things
of interest to the whole family‟ (1999: 205-206; see also General
Electric Automatic Washer GH10B: 155).
This lengthy quotation demonstrates some of the challenges of this era in terms
of household work and consumption. Pressure to demonstrate the value of her
work in the home, which had been devalued in the Electric Era (see chapter four)
collided with advertisers‟ efforts to make that work easier or less time-consuming,
which more often than not resulted in it becoming less skilled and requiring less
specialized knowledge (e.g. Staley‟s Gloss Starch Cubes GH07B: 185, which
were pre-measured and explicitly promoted the lack of judgment and skill needed
to use the product effectively). Simultaneously, although advertisements may
have been directed to women as the decision-makers for their households, there
was an acute awareness of women‟s deference to their bread-winning husbands
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with respect to expenditures on major items like appliances.127 Consciousness of
the household budget was also a prevalent theme in advertising of this era (e.g.
Whirlpool Washer GH10B: 225; also many later ads for appliances that
consumed less energy or that allowed for greater food storage capacity). Using
new technologies to achieve economies in other areas of consumption, such as
using electric range technology to cook low-cost meats (Hotpoint Electric Range
GH07C: 123), was suggested in advertising, particularly in the early part of the
era (see also Estate Ranges GH08B: 213).
The third major theme of advertising in this era positioned the home as
something for which there was an ideal to strive towards. This was demonstrated
in magazines through advertisements and design articles (e.g. House Beautiful‟s
„Pace Setter‟ rooms and homes – Craig 1966), and was meant to foster a kind of
second-order consumption (Lloyd and Johnson 2004:257) of images, designs,
diagrams and the like to guide the householder toward the ideal of the perfect
house (e.g. House Beautiful‟s Colonial Bride‟s House 1941 HB08C: 52; Modern
Bride‟s House HB08D: 48), and the perfect life in this house (e.g. Estate Gas
Ranges GH07D: 191).128 This was, of course, a house that required a good deal
of consumption to achieve, and was sometimes aided by Buying Guides (e.g.
automatic washers GH10A: 126-126; GH11A: 81-84; Dishwashers and garbage-

127

Ads during this era reflected their orientation toward women-as-housewives in their focus on
„helping‟ women to be better homemakers and mothers. Where men were pictured, they tended
to be peripheral figures, or were meant to be understood as the reason why women needed to be
better wives, mothers, and homemakers. Children were frequently depicted in ways similar to
men.
128
In the 1960s, it becomes clear that HB‟s design suggestions lean more toward larger houses,
perhaps on the model of prewar suburban home. Compared to the Levittown houses, spaces in
the houses in HB are larger, contain more rooms, and servants‟ quarters and/or other rooms
associated with the presence of servants are sometimes still present (e.g. Craig 1966).
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disposal units GH11B: 101-104; Craig 1961a; N.A. “The Better Choice,” GH12C:
149-152; Craig 1961b) or by ads for multiple but complementary products. 129

130

Implicit in this marketing strategy is recognition of the smaller living spaces in
which these families dwelt (e.g. “Space Makers” HB09B: 74-75).131 Some ads
promoted smaller or portable versions of larger appliances for these small living
spaces (e.g. Nesco Tabletop Washer GH14B: 36; Craig 1961b). Gone were
many of the formal spaces (parlour, dining room, guest room) present in pre-war
129

One of the key themes of advertising and the magazines‟ attention to the ideal house after
World War II was patriotism and good citizenship, which was used to keep consumption levels
high: “In the mid-fifties, American politicians and business people worried about how to keep
mass-consumption going in a „consumer‟s republic‟ where white male citizens were encouraged
to see purchasing things as a patriotic duty” (Hayden 2004:278; see also Halliwell 2007; Magic
Chef GH08D: 112). Women were enrolled in this project through articles in House Beautiful on
American culture (e.g. cooking – Cannon 1956), which also included appliances that might be
consumed to make the preservation of this element of American culture easier. Interestingly,
although largely outside the parameters of this dissertation, the theme of patriotism by
consumption was repeated elsewhere in the developed world – Lloyd and Johnson (2004)
discuss the issue in the context of postwar Australia.
130
In addition to other changes in the way advertising was done, advertisements themselves
began to converge as appliances began to be featured more regularly in ads for other products,
sometimes as a way of connecting the two (e.g. Tide and Maytag – GH11A: 44; Kenmore –
GH11B: 141; Hotpoint – GH11C: 9; Kelvinator – GH14C: 168; White-Westinghouse – GH15A: 20;
later Norge Dryers and Bounce fabric softener also teamed up in advertising – GH15D: back
cover, as did Westinghouse and Clorox HB15D: 55), connecting the product to the idealized
suburban life (e.g. Metropolitan Life Insurance Company GH08B:85), or to highlight the various
qualities of the appliances (e.g. clothing and electric washing machines; Tiny Town Togs and
Bendix Duomatic GH11D:42). This practice expands on another, sometimes contemporary,
incarnation of convergence in advertising: beginning in 1951, some print ads promoted television
shows sponsored by manufacturers at the same time as that manufacturer‟s product (e.g. Admiral
Appliances GH10C: 209; Westinghouse GH10C: 177).
131
Space consumed by appliances also became a going concern in GH11. Floor space used,
cubic feet of capacity and interior sizes of washers and dryers became a regular feature in ads
(e.g Manitouwac 2-zone fridge freezer GH11C: 203) and in buying guides for appliances (e.g.
Automatic Washers GH11A: 81-84; Chapman 1951a). Features such as these demonstrated not
only an acknowledgement of the limited space available in postwar housing (“How to Get More
Space Than You Thought You Had,” HB16D: 104-109) but also the changing nature of food
provisioning (less frequent but larger grocery shopping trips done by the housewife in the family
car) and the expanding size of the nuclear family. The volume/spatial capacity of appliances also
became in issue in advertising, likely for many of the same reasons that their „footprints‟ were of
concern in floorplans. See, for example, Crosley Shelvador Electric Refrigerator GH07C: 212,
GH09B: 169; Frigidaire GH08C: 77; Westinghouse Roll-Out Washwell Gh10B: 223; Admiral
Duplex Freezer/Refrigerator GH13B: 3; General Electric Spacemaker Microwaves GH16A: 109,
GH16B: 223). The spatial requirements of laundry facilities were noted in advice articles (e.g.
“Streamlined Monday,” HB08B: 58-59). Storage space (“The Search for Space” 1971: 130-131)
and storage containers were advertised as well (e.g. Kontanerettes GH08B: 198; Tupperware
GH13B: 34; Borden Freezer Containers GH15C: 147).
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suburban houses. Exemplified by the Levittown development at Island Trees, the
World War II veteran and his family lived in a house that consisted of four rooms
– two bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room (a bathroom was also present) (see
Kelly, 1993).
The shift in house size of the „middle class‟ is important because of the
much slower change in social norms and the revival, as Kelly (1993) points out,
of nineteenth century domestic ideals – ideals which had not only continued into
the Electric Era, but had also typically involved the middle-class housewife
having human help in her attempts to fulfill them, whether from paid servants or
unpaid helpers such as members of her extended family. 132 The presence of the
ideals of the home as haven, the doctrine of separate spheres, and the centrality
of children to the household, in combination with the conformity-inducing
environment of an unusually homogeneous neighbourhood (represented in
media to women across America, even if they did not live in places like
Levittown), pressured housewives to do everything they could to make their
houses, their children, their cooking – in short, their domestic lives – as close to
the ideal as possible, frequently aided by various market-available products
advertised in magazines like HB and GH, such as the ad for Tavern Home
Products shown in Figure 5.3 (GH09B:73).

132

Wiley and Meyer (1951) argue that new equipment for domestic work is of no use if it is not
used as part of a domestic philosophy that reflects “the times we live in” (104). As part of this,
they advocate for a renunciation of expectations of social propriety and respectability that require
servants or a household staff to fulfill. Women without these should be unapologetic. A checklist
is helpfully provided to determine if one‟s domestic philosophy is up-to-date. Later features in HB
also addressed this issue, e.g. Conway (1951c).
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Figure 5.3 GH09B:73
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It is essential to keep in mind that under examination here are texts that
suggest what ideals according to the advertising industry were at this time, rather
than the lived realities of postwar suburban life. Without helpers, and despite the
much smaller physical space of the house, housewives were meant to be in
constant action from morning to night (due in part to rising standards of
cleanliness, to shifting sets of required knowledge and skill, and to the advent of
entirely new tasks courtesy of new household technologies that presented new
scripts, expectations, and requirements to consumers), and advertising played on
this growing sense of busy-ness and shortness of time by promoting time- (e.g.
“A Substitute for Time” HB09B: 101) and space-saving tools so that the
housewife could delegate some tasks to machines (laundry, dishwashing) while
she devoted her attention to the children or (to preparing to) entertain guests. 133
Her time was likely also occupied by developing social and community services
and groups that were lacking in the new development, many of which would have
had directly to do with her children (daycare, PTA, youth groups, various
fundraisers, etc.) (Kelly 1993).
The convergence of each of these phenomena contributed to the
emergence of the kind of lifestyle to which the magazines increasingly advertised
their sponsors and themselves, and which they attempted to reflect. Again, this is
not necessarily an accurate representation of what life was actually like and the
magazines certainly played a role in creating these lifestyle images. Instead,

133

The flattery of women about their domestic aptitude and know-how went hand in hand with the
overtones of guilt in much of the advertising for domestic appliances, such as the one in Figure
5.4 (Bendix Automatic Home Laundry GH09C: 167). The delegation of „heavy work‟ to appliances
like the washing machine was also a prevalent theme.
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Figure 5.4 GH09C: 167
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these are visions of what life could be, as seen through the eyes of big business
and magazine publishers. Ads for food-related products like stoves are notorious
in this respect, particularly where images of prepared food are shown as part of
the ad (e.g. Hotpoint GH11B: 196).
Each of these three themes in advertising during this time period, then,
encouraged consumers to situate themselves, their families, and their
possessions into a kind of network of things, people and ideas that formed their
everyday lives. While this may not have represented a new kind of creativity (of
everyday life or of one‟s family‟s lifestyle), the parties involved in this network
likely included fewer human actors and more non-humans, as servants and
extended families were made to give way to the ascendant nuclear family, a
living arrangement nearly forced upon young families in the early years of the
post-war suburbs through the design of the houses in developments like
Levittown. Advertising during this era also worked to normalize the new middle
class ideologies perpetuated by dominant industrial interests and to make
unproblematic the various assumptions required for postwar suburban life.

Housework in the Mid- to Late- Twentieth Century

Housework took on emotional overtones after World War Two, which
added to the burden of full-time homemakers. “Laundering,” Cowan points out,
“was not just laundering, but an expression of love; the housewife who truly loved
her family would protect them from the embarrassment of tattletale gray. […]
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Tasks of this emotional magnitude could not possibly be delegated to servants,
even assuming qualified servants could be found” (1985: 194; see also the ad for
Arrow Shirts {GH10A: 43} in Figure 5.5).134 Not only does the delegation of tasks,
such as laundry, to machines by the homemaker assume obedience,
consistency, and the infallible execution of those tasks to her standards,135
something that would have been missing had human helpers been employed, it
also opens the door for heightened expectations and standards – guilt about not
being able to perform one‟s household tasks up to the standards conveyed in
advertising was a prevalent sales tool in the postwar years – and for a shift in the
kinds of skills and knowledge required to effectively and efficiently run a
household.136
Advertising also suggested – as it did during the Electric Era – that
women‟s skills in the kitchen were in need of improvement (e.g. Magic Chef
GH08B: 113), or in need of speeding up (e.g. Presto Pressure Cooker, GH08B:
201 and HB09C: 163; Hardwick Range with MicroRay HB May 1961:93).
Cooking could, however, be made „fun‟ as long as the kitchen and the rest of
one‟s life were well organized, including being well stocked with food for
unexpected guests and in preparation for being too busy to shop at some
unspecified point in the future (1951b).
134

The relationship between the declining number of servants and the increasing number of
domestic appliances is a chicken-egg proposition – which caused the other is not clear (Cowan
1985:195) – if this relationship can be said to be causal in one direction or the other.
135
These standards may have been developed with the help of discourses of safety and hygiene.
See, for example, Figure 5.6 General Electric Electric Sink HB08B: 71.
136
Cowan points out that “[a]ll these results point in the same direction: mechanization of the
household meant that time expended on some jobs decreased, but also that new jobs were
substituted, and in some cases – notably laundering – time expenditures for old jobs increased
because of higher standards. The advantages of mechanization may be somewhat more dubious
than they seem at first glance” (1985:1).
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Figure 5.5 GH10A: 43
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Figure 5.6 HB08B: 71
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Much of the advertising of domestic appliances at mid-century, combined
with magazine articles, worked to reinforce the relationship between women and
housework.137 Microwaves (Marty 1997; Strasser 2000)138 and dishwashers (e.g.
KitchenAid GH13B: 243; Frigidaire Custom Imperial SuperSurge DishMobile
HB13A: 20) were both explained in advertising in terms that made this
connection unquestionable, even though microwaves were new technologies
pitched at working wives and mothers as time savers (cooking, even if in the form
of reheating, was still a woman‟s task, no matter if she worked outside the home)
and dishwashers saved time and labour at a task that women had often shared
with husbands and/or children (Strasser 2000).139 Many women reclaimed the
remaining parts of this task (loading and unloading) for various reasons (Strasser
2000). Lupton (1993) points out that, throughout this era, the spread of
mechanical appliances promoted as freeing women from their chores coincided
with rising standards of domestic accomplishment. Advertising in this area helped
to make the connection between women and household work clearer: “By
glamorizing appliances as partners in achieving health and happiness,
advertising and design have encouraged women to embrace housework as
137

The short fiction piece “Lincoln Didn‟t Free All the Slaves” (Tigar 1946) recounts the tale of
Leslie Fairbanks, a woman who worked herself to death by exhaustion from trying to meet the
impossibly high standards she set for herself (or so the story goes). House Beautiful‟s semiregular section “Take It Easy, Lady!” which featured tips to make use of labour-saving equipment,
worked toward the same goal as the story‟s moral that excessively high standards are
unnecessary, sometime to the point of being dangerous (e.g. HB Feb 1951 137, 143-144). The
name of this section was changed in later years to “Take it Easy”, which may have indicated at
least a hope that housework might be shared by those who were not, in any way, ladies.
138
Tappan (HB13B:61) called their microwave/oven combination a “Time Machine.” Women were
still presumed to be in the home and in charge of food preparation since although the appliance
turns itself off and rings a bell, “It‟s not a very loud bell, but you haven‟t had time to go very far.”
See also General Electric‟s Time Maker Range (HB16B: 68-69).
139
Involving children in household tasks was promoted in editorial and prose features during this
era as good for developing the child‟s self-confidence while „helping‟ with household duties (e.g.
Fisher 1941: 95; Wiley and Meyer 1951).
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women‟s „natural‟ calling” (Lupton 1993: 15; see also Suburban Viscount Built-In
Range HB12D: 152, which claimed to have „wife-saver‟ features like drop-down
doors).
The character of housework during this era changed with the physical
spatial requirements and limitations of the house itself, the proliferation of small
and/or second-tier appliances, such as clothes dryers, air conditioners, blenders
(Harris 1951b) and mixers (Chapman 1951b; Dormeyer Streamlined Mixer
HB09C: 150),140 and women‟s presence or absence (as the traditional keepers of
family health and well-being) in the household on a full-time basis.141 The
location of the house in the suburbs combined with these other factors to alter
the kind of work that needed to be done for the family – food provisioning and
transportation were added to the list, both of which required the use of the family
car to get around the suburb to shopping and services (Cowan 1983). 142

140

Marling explains the place of second-tier appliances in domestic spaces:
Resistance to all the second-tier appliances – freezers, dishwashers, dryers, and
air conditioners, or what the industry began to make when it became apparent
that everyone already owned a range, a fridge, and a washer – melted away only
when the integrated, ensemble kitchen began to dominate women‟s magazines
[…] (1994: 262).
Third-tier appliances are smaller portable or tabletop models (Marling 1994: 266).
141
How to actually do the housework remained a subject of advice articles in House Beautiful, but
instead of being phrased in terms of what to do when there were no more servants to help, the
emphasis was on teaching new brides – assumed by the magazines to be ignorant of most
aspects of domesticity – how to keep house (e.g. “How to Housekeep: Prelude to a Well Ordered
Life is an Efficient Schedule of Household Chores,” House Beautiful 1941 May; see also Wiley
and Field 1956). Articles such as these would likely have contributed to both rising expectations
of how to properly do housework, and to the shifting of responsibility, perhaps from the
housekeeper to the appliances in her house. Here, as in the Electric Era, then, these kinds of
articles functioned in unison with advertising to educate housewives in particular about how and
why to use new technologies.
142
Cowan (1983) points out that transportation as a system differed from other systems
associated with the household: “The household transportation system has developed in a pattern
that is precisely the opposite of the food, clothing, and health-care systems: households have
moved from the net consumption to the net production of transportation services – and
housewives have moved from being the receivers of purchased goods to being the transporters
of them” (1983: 79).
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The spatial specifications of the postwar suburban house after Levitt‟s
model also changed expectations (and eventually norms) about household
work.143 The layout of the kitchen, for example, included space for a washing
machine but not for a dryer, but Levitt‟s ban on clotheslines on the weekends
prevented both permanent installations and, effectively, working mothers from
doing laundry without a dryer. When dryers were advertised, speed and ease of
use were of key importance; in the case of the Easy Spindrier, indoor drying was
also explicitly mentioned (GH09D: 173). In a manner perhaps reflective of the
prewar suburban housewife and household manager to whom they were likely
aimed, ads for Hamilton Automatic Clothes Dryers made clotheslines old
fashioned “symbols of yesterday” (HB09C: 145) and suggested throwing away
one‟s clothespins (HB Feb 1951:119). Levitt simply viewed clotheslines as
symbols of urban life to be left behind in a move to the suburbs (see Kelly 1993).
Combination washer-dryers were also advertised, frequently playing up the
space-saving qualities of having both a washer and a dryer in the same machine
(e.g. Easy Combination Washer-Dryer GH11C: 147).
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It also reinforced expectations about the role of the housewife, the conformity of the household
to suburban norms, and the insularity and isolation of each household:
The house provided each family with the minimum space and accoutrements
necessary for privatized domesticity. Indeed, there were no collective domestic
facilities built into Levittown. Each house was equipped with the requisite space
and appliances to serve one family‟s basic needs, as the designer envisioned
them. Here too, the equipment served not only to reflect but to reinforce the
conformity of family life that would become so much a part of the suburban
scene…
The relationship of public to private space provided in the Levitt house reinforced
the domestic role of the homemaker-mother in the nuclear family. The kitchen, a
room that had previously been treated as not only private, but somewhat
déclassé, in most homes now shared the front of the house with the living room
(Kelly 1993:285-286).
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Later in this era, when additions were made to houses and space
permitted their installation, the combination of a washer, a dryer, and new fabrics
enabled housewives to „do a load‟ whenever necessary, which likely increased
the number of loads done (Strasser 2000; see also Lupton 1993). Advertisers did
their part to encourage this: GE‟s Total Washer with MiniBasket (GH13A: 23)
suggested that the machine could be run for a pair of dirty sneakers. The advent
of fabric softener meant that clothes needed to be soft and smell pleasant in
addition to being clean and in good repair (Bounce GH15C: 207). With the built-in
washer that was included in the houses of the Levitt developments, the
expectation that families would own one became normalized, and established a
new standard of required domestic equipment (Lupton 1993).
Smaller specialized appliances like electric roasters (Atteridge and
Chapman 1946: 117) claimed to ease the burden of postwar housework, but like
many other promises made by advertising, these failed to tell the whole story.
Clean-up was frequently omitted in the final tally of time spent, and the uses to
which these smaller appliances were put were likely to be non-essential –
entertaining and elaborate family meals would be expected from the housewife
who employed these kinds of helpers; these expectations may also have been at
least part of the reason for their being brought into the home.144 In place of
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Cowan counters that the average daily requirements for meal preparation would have been
scaled back from pre-war levels: “Wartime shortages accustomed Americans to eating much
lighter meals than they had previously been wont to do; and as fewer family members were taking
all their meals at home (businessmen started to eat lunch in restaurants downtown, and factories
and schools began installing cafeterias), there was simply less cooking to be done, and what
there was of it was easier to do” (1985: 186). Articles like Paine‟s (1946a) were quick to point out
„advances‟ in food provisioning – such as freezing and transportation - that would mean less work
in this area. While this might be true of day-to-day expectations, it doesn‟t address the rising
standards that may have been associated with entertaining and special family meals, particularly
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general or multi- purpose technological helpers, then, smaller specialized
appliances were proliferating, particularly in the kitchen.
Second-tier appliances that focused on comfort, such as air conditioners
and electric dryers, were accompanied by others such as the deep freezer that
focused on convenience. Both categories were associated with changes or
additions to domestic chores. Microwave cooking was one example of this (Litton
Auto-Cook GH16A: 93; Quasar GH16B: 2); late in this era, HB included a feature
called “Microwave Corner” (e.g. Craig 1981) that aimed to help housewives with
this new way of cooking. The deep freezer, as another example, is strongly
linked to the system of food provisioning that involves someone in the household
(assumed at this time to be the wife/mother) making trips to the grocery store
where previously the groceries might have been delivered by the merchant.145
But when the expenditure of time and transportation costs were shifted to the
household, it may have become more efficient to buy more groceries at one time
to save trips.146
Cowan argues that the housewife‟s role shifted from being primarily
supervisory to demanding multiple competences in the years following World
War Two:
as the latter were subject to the emotional loading of household work in advertising and popular
print following World War II (discussed elsewhere in this chapter).
145
There were also far fewer choices in foodstuffs during the delivery era, well before the
explosion in pre-packaged and convenience foods and global trade in foods.
146
Articles promoting frozen foods suggested this, or noted that frozen food merchants would
deliver (e.g. “Summer is the Time to Try New Frozen Foods,” HB09C: 144), and this is certainly
what manufacturers of both refrigerator-freezer combinations and deep freezers wished
consumers to understand (e.g. “No Family is Too Small,” HB09A: 52-53; Gibson Freez‟r Locker
GH09C: 171; General Electric Food Freezer GH10B: 127; Ben-Hur Farm and Home Freezer
GH10B: 176; Philco SuperMarketer Refrigerator Freezer GH11C: 133; Sears Coldspot
Refrigerator GH14C: 181). Using the freezer to lighten the cooking load, such as by making more
food than is required for the present meal so that it might be turned into a frozen family meal to be
consumed later, was finally explained in Bialk (1956).
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As her work became generalized the housewife was also
proletarianized: formerly she was ideally the manager of several
other subordinate workers; now she was idealized as the manager
and the worker combined. Her managerial functions have not
entirely disappeared, but they have certainly diminished and have
been replaced by simple manual labour; the middle-class, fairly well
educated housewife ceased to be a personnel manager and
became, instead, a chauffeur, charwoman, and short-order cook
(1985: 198; see also Cowan 1983).
Strasser (2000) also deals with this issue, noting that „doing the laundry‟ had, at
one time, required considerable skill and judgment (not to mention the labour of
more than one person), but with the advent of machines, this knowledge became
less essential (to the point of dying out) than understanding how the machine
worked so that she might instruct it to do what she wished (or as close to what
she wished as possible with the options available on the machine) with that
particular load.147 The ease with which the laundry might be done with product X
was an advertising ploy as well (e.g. Easy GH12D: 175; HB promoted devices to
make this „easy‟ chore even easier in articles such as “How to Make Your
Laundry Life Easier,” HB11B: 128-129, 157-158). Advertisers explained „how‟ the
machine worked by what the end result would be (e.g. Lovell Wringer-Washer
GH08D: 151) rather than by an explanation of the mechanics of the device. 148
That it moved back into the domestic sphere from the commercial laundries that
had previously been the most common way for families to have at least some of

147

An ad for Tide laundry detergent acknowledged a debate based on a divide in public opinion
regarding rinsing one‟s wash (GH10B: 112).
148
Strasser also points out that, as knowledge of the „old‟ way of doing the laundry was phased
out by the diffusion and normalization of washing machines, women who may have wanted to do
their laundry by hand in the old way – perhaps for economic reasons – were left with no option
but to use the new machines, and inexpensive machines had fewer options and so did a poorer
job of laundry than the more expensive, feature- and function-laden models (2000: 271).
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the laundry done is indicative of the emphasis on privacy of property and family
life in the early postwar years (Lupton 1993; see also Conway 1946a).
In addition to the movement of tasks into the domestic sphere, movement
within the home was an issue as well. In the 1950s, for example, advertisers tried
to appeal to what they supposed to be women‟s ultimate desire – freedom from
the kitchen.149 Many smaller appliances (tabletop and otherwise portable
devices, e.g. Manning Bowman Smokeless Broiler GH09D: 136, Figure 5.7) were
promoted not as new items - percolators and toasters had been heavily
advertised in the 1920s (Marling 1994) - but as having the advantage of mobility,
whether to take into the „rumpus room‟, perhaps, or to be used in front of the
television (Marling 1994; see also Dominion Immersible Fry-Skillet HB11C: 2).150
Marling claims that this push in advertising the mobility of smaller appliances
likely had much to do with manufacturers‟ fears of “a market glut of big-ticket
149

Unlike most products, which tried to emphasize efficiency and time saved in their
advertisements (e.g. Dutch Oven Ranges GH08D: 186), some products needed to play up the
amount of time spent in the kitchen in order to sell, such as the Emerson-Electric Kitchen
Ventilator (GH09D:208; Miami Carey Range Hoods and Ventilating Fans GH13B: 20; Gibson
Refrigerators GH16C: 192), which encouraged readers to “Make sure the hours you spend in
your kitchen will be as pleasant as possible by installing” their product.
150
Other convergence appliances, such as the toaster-cooker, were advertised in the early years
of the era to those who were experiencing first-hand the housing shortage by having to double
up: “With this new toaster-cooker, you can have a quick breakfast wherever you are – or a meal
with blessed privacy in your own room, if you are compelled to share a temporary home with
parents or inlaws” (“How to Make Breakfast Without A Kitchen,” HB09C: 170). Convergence of
function in kitchen appliances was present in advertising in this era (e.g. Estate Heatrola Ranges
GH09B: 163 had a meat oven – the „Bar-B-Kewer‟ – as well as a regular oven, and the Thor
AutoMagic Washer could be used as a clothes washer, dishwasher, or as both by switching tubs
back and forth GH09D: 147, Figure 5.8. An ad for Felso White Instant Sudser demonstrated
convergence for cleaning efficacy for multiple purposes, and claimed to be “your „sudservant‟”
GH10B: 141. Philco Electric Ranges had a griddle built in – GH10C: 43, and Litton introduced a
Combination Cooker that used convection and microwave techniques GH15B: 169. Laundry
equipment usurped ironing to an extent, especially when combined with synthetic fabrics –
Whirlpool GH13D: 153).
It is also interesting to note that some domestic devices that are presently separate
began as converged, multi-purpose devices. Microwave ovens, for example, started out as
combined with conventional ranges (e.g. Teppan Time Machines HB13B: 61; Thermador
Thermatronic Range HB14B: 38). The washer-dryer combination marketed just after World War II
in the US didn‟t really catch on, and so the washer and dryer remained separate appliances.
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Figure 5.7 GH09D: 136
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Figure 5.8 GH09D: 147
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items in 1954 and 1955” (1994: 266). At this time, the interior layout of the house
would likely have prevented women from seeing her guests or the television
screen if she „had‟ to be in the kitchen to prepare snacks.151 Mobile appliances
„allowed‟ her to join in (Marling 1994) with the television viewing or with
entertaining (e.g. Florence Embassy Gas Range GH10C: 206), at least in theory.
Later, changes to interior layout would open up the kitchen to the living room,
thus allowing for a freer flow of human and non-human traffic (see Ward 1999).
The delegation of tasks to appliances shifted in kind from the early part of
this era, when mobility, infallibility, as well as obedience were key, to trustworthy
remote control (a form of obedience, e.g. Delco-matic Garage Door Operator
HB11B: 153) later in the era. Time-delayed starts for everything from
dishwashers (Whirlpool Appliances HB16C: 125) to clock-radios (GE Clock
Radio HB10A: 29) and programmable ovens (e.g. Roper HB09C: 151) implicitly
acknowledged the absence of the housewife (or other human controller) from the
kitchen during much of the average day, as she likely went out to paid labour
beyond the home. This additional income for the household may in fact have
made possible the purchase of these appliances (Marling 1994). The findings of
studies of housework in the mid-1960s, though, were that women‟s labour force
participation – and not the presence of appliances in the household – affected
the amount of time spent on domestic tasks (Lupton 1993).

151

As television was becoming a normal part of domestic life (90% of households had them by
1959 {Halliwell 2007:148}) it too “disrupted traditional patterns of household space” because it
“needed to be visible from a number of unobstructed vantage points” (Marling 1994:188). At this
time, and despite best efforts, it would not have been possible to see the screen from all areas of
the living space of the house – including the kitchen, particularly before the kitchen and living
areas were more fully integrated in the 1960s and beyond.
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The Configuration of Domestic Space in Post-War American Suburbs

In the context of this dissertation, the appliances associated with the
kitchen are the focus of study because they have, over the course of the past
hundred years, been fairly consistently present in middle-class households (even
as the meaning of „middle-class‟ has changed), as evidenced by the various floor
plans and photographs of feature homes in both GH and HB.152 Even as other
rooms and household spaces shifted, disappeared or were converted for other
uses, something called „kitchen‟ has been present throughout this time, although
the space it occupies has gradually converged with other main floor (and thus
semi-public) living areas.153 In terms of being a stable, continuous focal point of
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Early in the era, there is a fair bit of emphasis on kitchen as multipurpose workspace but this
does not challenge TV or hearth as centre of the home since work performed there is all meant to
be „backstage‟; early articles and photos do not present kitchen as a social area. The difference
here lies with GH feature homes, and possibly this speaks to the typical homes of the readers of
each magazine – GH = Levittown; HB = old middle class suburbs; this changes in both
magazines later in the era, as walls come away and the kitchen becomes a space for
entertaining, something to be showed off. Organization and efficiency remained important
considerations in coverage of the ideal kitchen layout (Fisher and Henderson 1941; “Bandbox
Smart,” HB09D: 62-63; Moffit GH10C; 191).
153
Marling explains how women‟s input into the design and location of the kitchen differed from
that of more traditional (presumably male-designed) configurations:
The very structure and contents of the room also hinted at a shift in the
homemaker‟s routine. A kitchen laid out by a woman architect on the basis of
suggestions voiced by housewives at a 1956 forum sponsored by the Federal
Housing Administration, for example, dissolved the existing open plan into a
control centre or island of major appliances entirely integrated with the rest of the
ground floor. No longer a gendered space in any sense of the word, the kitchen
became just another part of the family living room, the dining area, and the
playroom.
By reducing the room to a few essential parts scattered across the floorplan,
Margaret King Hunter‟s radial kitchen gave architectural expression to women‟s
diversity of roles and to the concept of physical freedom in the smaller, portable
appliances of the later 1950s (1994: 281-282; see also “Housewife‟s House”
1956).
The feeling that men were not doing a good job of addressing the desires and needs of
housewives was described in Cornish GH12A: 138-140, and women‟s opinions about kitchen
design in particular were solicited in House Beautiful‟s 1946 feature “What Do You Want A
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or connection between the private world of the household and the more public
world outside the house, the kitchen and its component parts have linked various
systems to the domestic sphere: food provisioning, waste, information (especially
with the traditional placing of the clock in the kitchen, and later the telephone –
Bell Telephone System GH12B: 18); even the movement of residents is typically
very closely connected to the kitchen. In the early Levittown houses, visitor traffic
from the front door had to flow through the kitchen in order to reach the rest of
the house; in later Levitt houses, resident traffic was often routed through spaces
adjacent to the kitchen such as the dining room (see Kelly 1993). This presented
some tension between the new layout of domestic space and previous norms
about the private nature of the family laundry, for example, particularly as the
washing machine was located in the now-semi-public kitchen of the Levitt houses
(Kelly 1993:286).154
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It seems as though the desire for privacy (Eaton 1951) and mobility
combined not only in the form of the commuter-automobile unit, but also in the
suburbs in which these commuters lived, the houses that forced duplication of
domestic labour throughout the neighbourhood (Kelly 1993:285), the garage that

Kitchen To Do?” (HB09B: 78-87). The incentive to voice one‟s opinion was the opportunity to win
the kitchen pictured in the article.
154
In the context of Australian postwar housing, Lloyd and Johnson (2004) note that kitchens
during this time – in both layout and décor – were becoming spaces suitable for entertaining,
which is what began to happen. In the case of the British kitchen following World War II, Hand
and Shove (2004)‟s analysis points to a depopulation of this space. Both articles, like the current
dissertation, draw on popular magazines of the era under investigation for their source materials.
155
By 1966, the assumption that a full laundry suite (washer, dryer, and perhaps a sink) was
desired seemed taken for granted – the problem, however, was where to put it. At some point,
laundry facilities had migrated to the basement where this was possible (Levitt‟s houses did not
initially have basements). In the 1960s, though, there was a push to bring them back to the main
floor (“Six Cheerful Sites,” GH13D: 136-138, 140), and the space occupied by the laundry
equipment thus remained an important part of advertising for it (e.g. White-Westinghouse GH15A:
36).
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permitted household members to go straight from the car to the house without
even seeing the neighbours, the television that kept families together but isolated
from their communities, and the movement of tens of thousands of households
from cities to suburbs. There are, though, a number of points of tension here: the
kitchen was moved to the front of the house156 in the Levittown development at
Island Trees, Long Island, New York, and the front door was either in or near it
(despite it being used only by visitors in the early years of the development);157
television and magazines that encouraged „viewing parties‟ as ways of socializing
(Marling 1994; Halliwell 2007); shared yards and outlawed fencing encouraged
children‟s interaction even as the ban on clotheslines discouraged housewives
from chatting over the line.158 The homogeneity of the suburb itself159 – in terms
of race, class, age, family structure, and shared wartime experiences –
encouraged community even as amenities like shopping, health services, and
entertainment facilities encouraged driving rather than a walk down the street
156

HB‟s Home Planner‟s Study Course (HB May 1946: 104-115) provided insight into what a
multi-functional kitchen ought to include while simultaneously encouraging the placement of this
eat-in kitchen at the rear of the house – almost as a kind of „command centre‟ or engine for the
household. This emphasis on the newly built home carries over from HB‟s similar emphasis
during the Electric Era issues (see also Conway 1946b; Monarch-Paramount Ranges and
Heaters HB09C: 124; Conway 1951a, b).
157
Marling claims that this was done so that “mothers could keep an eye on the kids and, in the
process, shifted the domestic focus from the parlours and sitting rooms of old to the work centre
of the new, servantless household” (1994: 253; see also Jackson {1985}).
158
Some municipal and development bans on clotheslines still exist. The Premier of Ontario, for
example, announced a „ban of the bans‟ in early June 2008, citing rising energy costs and
environmental concerns. It is interesting to note, however, that this move applied only to singlefamily housing. Townhouses, condominiums, and apartment complexes are to have separate
rules, which will encompass substantially more of the urban population than the initial sub- or exurban ban of the municipal bans. The ban remains in place for high-density areas (like apartment
complexes) due to, according to the Premier, safety concerns (see McGuinty 2008).
159
The homogeneity of post-World War II suburban developments was highlighted by Malvina
Reynolds‟ popular song “Little Boxes” (1962). The song has maintained some longevity, perhaps
because of the phenomenon it highlights and critiques. It was made most popular by Pete Seeger
and has recently experienced a new round of currency as the theme of the Showtime series
“Weeds”, where it has been covered by the likes of Randy Newman, The Shins, and Elvis
Costello.
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and the spontaneous social contacts that would have come with it. In the 1960s,
as Marty points out
People‟s lives were private almost to the point of isolation. Even
though they were surrounded by others, the others were strangers.
Geographical mobility meant that many individuals lived apart from
their extended families. Suburban development did little to foster
neighbourliness or community spirit. As air conditioning became
more common, people stayed indoors in summertime, reducing
over-the-fence socializing. Driving to work, typically alone, rather
than taking public transportation deprived people of opportunities to
build acquaintances with fellow commuters. Loneliness in a crowd
was a common experience (1997: 25-25).
Clearly, many forces were converging to make insularity and isolation a common
condition in the new suburbs. Within the home, however, the compact, no-frills
layout meant that household residents had little privacy of their own. This was
exacerbated by efforts to integrate living spaces, particularly by knocking down
walls between the living room and the kitchen.
Kitchens depicted in the magazines during this era tended, especially
toward the end of the time period, to be well integrated into the rest of the house
(see “Seasons in the Sun,” GH12B: 102-107; Formica Cabinets and Countertops
HB17D: 43; “4 Kitchens” HB14D: 100-109, which included two apartment layouts
and two house layouts; Congoleum Flooring HB15B: 25; “Kitchen of the Month”
HB16B: 118-121).160 Where kitchens remained separate rooms, they were
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Perhaps due to the new visibility of the kitchen, the coordination of the fixtures became a
major theme in advertising the early postwar years (e.g. Norge Matched Unit Kitchen GH07B:
145; Monel Metal GH May 1936: 263, GH07C: 145; Youngstown Kitchens GH10B: 190; Crane
Kitchens HB07D: 70; Whitehead Monel Kitchens HB08B: 106; St. Charles Custom Built Steel
Kitchens HB08B: 109). Marling explains the appeal:
Integrated kitchens spelled the end of gorp-covered, look-at-me refrigerators; all
the component parts, from cabinetry to plumbing, from appliances to dinette sets,
were carefully matched in colour and form to create a total environment with a
strong suggestion of an expensive, custom-built room. The new kitchen had a
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sometimes only demarcated from living or dining areas by a peninsula, island, or
a wall punctuated by pass-through's, as is illustrated by the front cover of the
October 1961 issue of House Beautiful seen in Figure 5.9. In Canada in the
1950s, the eat-in kitchen was representative of the erosion of “formality in family
dining customs” (Ward, 1999:74; see also Kendall 1951; “3 Kitchens,” GH13A:
100-104, 106, 110, 112; “Brand-New-Home Kitchens,” GH13C: 122-124; St.
Charles Fashion Kitchens HB16D: 45; Informal kitchen/dinette furniture began to
appear in advertising as well: Howell Chrome Plated Furniture HB08B: 111; “A
Double Duty Breakfast Nook,” HB09A: 108; Daystrom Chrome Sets HB09C: 138;
Cosco Posture Chair HB10B: 141). The dining room became a space used only
on special occasions (Ward 1999; see also Lally 2002 on the use of under-used
dining rooms for alternate purposes). Frank Lloyd Wright used glass shelving for
the kitchen walls in one of his designs, part of a trend that Gallagher (2006) notes
made the room start “to feel more like the home‟s engine than its caboose” (82).

unified look, with an unbroken flow of countertops and counter fronts over
modular appliances that conformed to standard measurements and identified
their electrical and mechanical components only by discreet rows of pushbuttons.
The age of the square appliance had dawned (1994: 262-263).
Other products, such as Protex „Portelon‟ Film Plastic (HB09C: 155), offered some coordination
of decorative objects in the kitchen: this line offered matching tablecloths, aprons, bowl covers,
small appliance covers, and food bags.
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Figure 5.9 House Beautiful October 1961 Front Cover
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Conclusion

Throughout this era, mobilities in many forms were significant amongst
explanatory factors for everything from the birth of suburbs to advertisers‟
attempts to sell portable appliances. The ubiquity of automobiles and the road
networks they travel on grew simultaneously throughout the early part of the era,
but this was largely over by the mid-1970s (Finch 1992). Cars now outnumber
drivers in the United States and nothing has slowed this trend – not the OPEC
crisis and not the similar recent issues surrounding the growing cost of oil-based
fuel.161 The kinds of vehicles that Americans prefer has swung back and forth
between the large and inefficient (cars in the 1950s and SUVs in the 1990s) and
the smaller and more economical to operate (small imports in the 1970s and
hybrids in the early years of the new millennium), but the demand for the private
automobile has remained (Finch 1992). This is likely due not only to the privacy,
convenience, and habit-based practices commonly associated with driving, but
also to the ways in which American settlement patterns have remained similar to
the immediate post-war era.
Prewar suburbs were part of the city-as-network because they were
connected to public transit lines. Postwar suburbs became part of a network that
connected the city to the suburb (as well as to points beyond): the road network.
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According to the US Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), there were 190 625 023
licensed drivers in the United States in 2000 (FHWA 2008), and the Bureau of Transportation
Statistics reports that there were 225 821 241 registered highway-legal vehicles during that same
year, 133 621 420 of which were passenger cars (BTS 2008). The recent economic crisis and
near bankruptcy of the Big 3 North American auto makers and many of their customers may
finally halt this.
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The character of the mobility enabled and necessitated by postwar suburbs and
their built-in reliance on automobiles represented a change from the public transit
or pedestrian focused mobility of the pre-war suburb. Suburbs are still in vogue
for many middle class families, although they should now more properly be called
exurbs since there is no central city around which some of these communities
exist (Finch 1992; Teaford 1993). Regardless of what they are termed, though,
the legacy of the postwar housing boom has built-in to contemporary life
particular kinds of problems, such as higher than necessary levels of energy use
associated with overly large houses and extensive use of automobiles and roads.
Houses have indeed grown larger: In 1950, the average house size in the
United States was 800 square feet, and in 1970, it had risen to 1200, but by
1990, the average was nearly three times that of 1950 at 2100 square feet
(Hayden 2004:278). The length of the average commute to and from work (more
likely now to be in the sub- or ex-urbs {Teaford 1993}) has also likely increased,
and is probably made by both of the adults still presumed by advertisers to live in
the middle class suburban home.
In the Era of Automobility, then, middle-class consumption helped to keep
the postwar economy functioning as well as to give women nearly forced back
into the home a new job since being a „housewife‟ required a great deal of
consumption work. At the same time, she was also at the centre of a
sociotechnical network in that home, just as the home was at the centre of a
network that included roadways, automobiles, and the city to which the suburb
was attached.
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By the mid-1970s, two important things had happened. First, there was a
sense that the nuclear family ideal that had dominated the magazines in the first
few decades of this era was beginning to change. Shorter claims that “[t]he
nuclear family [was] crumbling – to be replaced, I think, by the free-floating
couple, a marital dyad subject to dramatic fissions and fusions, and without the
orbiting satellites of pubertal children, close friends, or neighbours … just the
relatives, hovering in the background, friendly smiles on their faces” (1977:
280).162 The mobility of labour, later than previous average age of marriage, and,
perhaps, a return to urban living are some of the possible explanations for this
shift. Others might include rising divorce rates, greater sexual liberality, women‟s
sense of independence from marital obligation, and the continuing isolation and
insularity of the domestic environment. Regardless of the cause, the effect was
the same – a shift in the „normal‟ household configuration away from the postwar
nuclear family. This shift begins to be reflected in the advertising and magazine
content of the last decade of the twentieth century and the beginning of the
twenty-first, as men become a target audience, household location begins to
return to the city, and as single-resident households become increasingly
common. All of these changes contribute to setting the stage for the emergence
of the ideal of the contemporary networked home.
The other important development of the mid-1970s also had to do with
mobility and insularity or isolation - the coining of the word „telecommuter‟. Huws
explains that
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Children born during this time are more likely than previous generations to form family-like
units based on networks of friends. Watters (2003) calls this kind of sociality an „urban tribe‟.
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[t]he homeworker is someone who „telecommutes‟ (i.e.
communicates by means of telecommunications) as a substitute for
physically commuting to work. Other factors, such as the
contractual relationship with the employer, the nature of the tasks
carried out, and the location of the worker‟s residence, are
assumed to remain constant, and the image of the sort of person
this „telecommuter‟ is reflects that of the typical commuter. Popular
imagery of the period almost invariably assumes this person to be
male, working in a managerial or professional capacity, conforming
to a corporate ethos and living in the outer suburbs (2003: 90).163
In the next chapter, this figure becomes central to the discussion of the domestic
sphere-Internet combination. I argue that the presence of paid work in the
domestic sphere at this time blurs the boundaries that have been drawn around it
since well before the beginning of the twentieth century (and thus the current
period of study) and challenges understandings of what „home‟ and the domestic
sphere are for and what purpose they are meant to fulfill.
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Telecommunications was brought home in the form of long distance telephony advertised by
the Bell System as the appropriate response to owing someone a letter because replying to a
letter takes too much time (GH15C: 255).
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CHAPTER SIX: COMPUTERIZATION AND SPACES OF WORK IN THE HOME

The things that come to coexist in a house are expressive of the existing
social relationships involving the people, technologies, and other entities in that
specific domestic environment (see, for example, Silverstone 1993; Lally 2002;
Hand, Shove and Southerton 2007; Shove 2002). Mobile telephony and Internet
connectivity, among other mobile technologies, help to extend these relationships
beyond the domestic sphere (Larsen, Urry, and Axhausen 2006; Urry 2001,
2007; Bull 2005; Cresswell 2006; Green 2002), and help to address users‟
perceptions of being „time poor‟, perhaps as a result of the perceived speed-up of
everyday life, by facilitating flexible coordination and on-the-go communication.164
Much of the literature on domestic space and consumption acknowledges
the importance of objects, including ICTs, in the process of home building
activities (e.g. Hand, Shove and Southerton 2007; Lally 2002; Lloyd and Johnson
2004). The magazines also recognize objects as contributors to home building.
The introduction to “The House the Seal Built,” for example, a series of
advertisements and buying tips for specific products bearing the Good
Housekeeping Institute (GHI) Seal, reads:
„There‟s no place like home.‟ Like many an old adage, it‟s as true
today as it was a hundred years ago. Because our house will
always be much more than mere shelter. It‟s the stage where life‟s
personal pageant unfolds, the canvas on which we express our
individual creativity and style, and the haven where yesterday‟s
memories meet tomorrow‟s dreams.
164

iRobot's Roomba, introduced in 2003, is a mobile cleaning machine that demonstrates the
continuing impact of mobile technologies – without Internet connectivity – in the domestic sphere.
The semi-autonomous action of this disc-shaped vacuum cleaner marks it as different from earlier
mobile domestic technologies that were moved by a human user to different areas of the home
th
(„11 Annual Good Buy Awards, GH21A:90).
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The emotional investment we have in our homes is equalled only
by the financial one. For many, a house is their most valuable
personal asset. That‟s why, when it comes time for home
improvement, choosing the right products is essential. With careful
brand selection, you can add value while increasing comfort and
convenience (GH20A: ad insert).
ICTs are also important for the definition of boundaries: “The boundaries around
the household are […] both material and symbolic and communication and
information technologies are crucially implicated in their definition” (Silverstone
1991:139). Silverstone goes on to explain that “[b]oundaries around the
household can be permeable or relatively impermeable and media and
information technologies are used both to facilitate the incorporation of the
outside world and to keep it away” (1991: 146). What these technologies act
upon are both tangible and intangible technologies – the thermostat might be
turned down remotely (intangible) but, via the ICT, tangible physical results are
visible as well, in coordinating, scheduling, and managing the actions of the
residents of the household to be present at a special meal, for example (see
Silverstone 1993 on temporal coordination).165
Financial pressures as well as changing social norms, perceptions of
„busy-ness‟, and the decline of the „traditional‟ nuclear family idealized in the
post-war years meant that, by the end of the Era of Automobility, a full-time
housewife was no longer taken for granted by advertisers as the only decisionmaker for a household (if there was a housewife present at all) as women‟s
labour force participation increased and the number of single-parent (as well as
165

The use of ICTs such as Internet connectivity, personal computers, mobile telephony and the
like for leisure purposes expanded during this era as well. This shift is not demonstrated in the
magazine materials in any substantial way.
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single person) households increased (US Census Bureau 2006). New target
audiences continued to emerge, such as men and single women, and were
addressed in advertising that focused on lifestyle issues and branding (see Lury
2004; Leiss et al. 2005). Print advertisements began to presume that all users
are short on time, which indicates the extent to which phenomena such as timespace compression and the speed-up of everyday life have permeated the workhome boundary.
The key argument in this chapter is that incursions of social
philosophies166 and technology from the world of work are used to
simultaneously draw attention to and blur the lines between home and work
spaces and times in ways that begin to point to a shift away from the persistent
and still-influential ideologies of separate spheres and the nuclear family. This
argument is made by drawing attention to three key issues: first, the Figure of
the teleworker, introduced at the end of the last era, becomes a key means by
which home and work become interconnected. Other kinds of workers, who use
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As is noted in chapter two above , I use „social philosophy‟ in the same way as do Robins and
Webster, who use the phrase to describe the social influences of Taylorism and Scientific
Management outside of the workplace:
[...] Taylorism is more than just a doctrine of factory management. It became, in
our view, a new social philosophy, a new principle of social revolution, and a new
imaginary institution in society. Outside the factory gates, Scientific Management
became a new form of social control, not just in the dominative sense of the term,
but also in the more neutral sense of the „capacity of a social organisation to
regulate itself‟. Taylor and his various epigones believed that the idea of rational,
scientific and efficient management and regulation could be extended beyond the
workplace to other social activities. They spoke of „social efficiency‟, by which
they meant „social harmony‟ under the leadership of „competent‟ experts (1999:
98).
I argue that the idea of social philosophy in this sense can be applied to other workplace and
extra-domestic principles and technologies that are applied or adopted into other social realms,
such as the home. The general emphasis on consumption in the Era of Automobility, for example,
helped to exercise the kind of social control which is characteristic of a social philosophy as
employed here.
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home spaces for work as well, such as the wife/mother who runs a business out
of her home, are also discussed to try to understand the tensions associated with
paid work carried out in one‟s own living space in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries.167

It is also during this era that the use of ICTs for

interactive forms of leisure expanded as computers, video games, mobile
telephony, and Internet connectivity reached into home environments and the
everyday lives of the American middle class. The magazine materials from this
era point to a renewed concern with telecommunications hardware.
Second, the ways in which space is allocated within the home is indicative
of the kinds of work that are presumed to be done there. In the Electric Era, the
presence of servants‟ quarters in a home reflected the division of labour within
that home. In the Era of Automobility, the prevalence of the much smaller
Levittown-style house in the suburbs largely precluded the possibility of paid
work, which is itself indicated in the lack of value placed on the labour of workers
in the home, including housewives. In the Era of the Internet, spaces for paid
work within the home are improvised (as in the disused dining room or spare
bedroom that becomes the computer room, e.g. Lally 2002) or are, in the latter
part of this era, re-integrated into home spaces in the form of „computer rooms‟,
„home offices‟, „dens‟ and the like. The shift in how home office space is imagined
to be used (from bringing paid work home to the management of home tasks like
bill paying and record-keeping) represents another instance of the application to
home-work of social philosophies associated with workplace. This might also
167

This argument is, of course, indicative of the kinds of socio-economic biases discussed in
chapters two and three. Taking work into one‟s home is hardly a new phenomenon, as Huws
(2003) and myriad others explain.
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bureaucratization of home-work, in other words, is the outcome of processes
similar to those that change the requirements of doing a domestic task „properly‟.
The third issue - the assumed location of the home – is intricately bound
up with the first two. Here, a return to urban living seems to be in the works – if
not already accomplished – particularly in the latter part of the era. This is
partially due to the increasing resemblance of suburbs and exurbs to cities as
well as to the decentralization of both.168 The urban home, including
condominiums and apartments as well as houses – as opposed to the suburban
home of the Electricity and Automobility Eras – emerges as a focus of advertising
and articles in GH and HB, although GH especially attempts to remain with its
readers in the suburbs (e.g. „The House the Seal Built GH21D: 61). 169 The
spaces shown in the photos and text of ads in the magazine suggest that the
suburb has become the city, with full amenities and services available close by
(e.g. Westmoreland 2001).
This era includes the rise of domestic computing and the proliferation of
Internet access, which occurred simultaneously with the beginning of an
economic shift to greater numbers of knowledge workers. The rise of branding as
an advertising strategy to distinguish amongst functionally equivalent goods
168

Changes in American demographic patterns such as age at first marriage (see Simmons and
Dye 2004), singles as homeowners (see US Census Bureau 2006), and similar trends of the late
twentieth century are also likely to have some bearing here. It is also during this era that the shift
from a global majority of rural dwellers to a predominantly urban population came to pass (see
Castells 2000).
169
HB, on the other hand, has always featured large domestic spaces, but articles and ads during
this era make a clear distinction between rural vacation homes and the urban dwellings of
everyday life.
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means that the audience to whom ads are directed shifts and individual products
become more difficult to follow in the marketplace as lifestyle and trust become
two key components in the creation of a successful brand. Branding is a form of
convergence that communicates messages to viewers in new ways by further
depoliticizing semiotic messages. It does this by hollowing out, to an even
greater extent than occurred in earlier forms of advertising, the meanings of
individual things. All that begins to be seen as meaning is that which
manufacturers and advertisers construct for the brand, which is an empty
signifier that may be filled with any range of meanings. At the same time, work
and home spaces begin to converge here in the form of increasingly open plan
main floors, which further reveal the „work spaces‟ of the home to public view,
and dens or home offices in floor plans for new-build homes. The Figure of the
„teleworker‟ pulls together ICTs and homes in a new way as well, one that
recognizes the mobility of both labour and information.

Print Advertising in the Age of the Internet

Some patterns of advertising begun in the Era of Automobility continue
into the Internet Era. In particular, the introduction of technologies into the
domestic environment and the creation of the ideal home via market-based
modes of provision are extended into the beginning the present era. 170

170

171

The

The attention to quality and positioning of appliance manufacturers as experts that began in
earlier eras also continues here, e.g. Speed Queen GH18D:242.
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Figure of the housewife remains central to advertising efforts in the early part of
the Internet era, but here she is assumed – rather than demonstrated – to be a
„busy‟ wife and mother who also works outside the home (e.g. Jenn-Air HB17D:
115).172 Ads play on this multiplicity of roles and suggest to her that she is too
busy to do everything herself – she must have help and this is likely to be (or
should be) from appliances, convenience foods, or altered household routines
based

on

changed

expectations

of

appropriate

levels

of

domestic

achievement.173 The ads of this period, however, were more likely to feature
product images and suggestive/persuasive text, or to feature the product in the
context of a photo feature than they were show images of users engaged with
the product (e.g. “One of a Kind Kitchens” HB Aug 1986:66-75).174 The
housewife recedes during the latter part of this era as the key individual to whom
ads were aimed.
Different kinds of users are introduced as the object(s) of advertising
attention during the latter part of this era.175 Where, in previous eras, the
housewife had been discursively positioned as the key purchasing decision-

171

The persistence of some advertising types is demonstrated as well: Whirlpool‟s Conquest
refrigerator ad combines highly stylized artwork with extensive product information (GH20A: ad
insert; Fig 6.1). GH‟s Buying Guides for „standard‟ appliances also persist into this era, e.g. „The
Right Fluff,‟ (GH20D:55-56), which featured clothes dryers and „Not Your Mother‟s Microwave‟
(GH21B:94, 96).
172
Sometimes she worked for pay while staying home (e.g. Tepper and Tepper 1981) or she
traded labour with other housewives in the neighbourhood (e.g. Schneir 1981).
173
Ads for other kinds of products acknowledge how difficult women‟s lives can be, e.g. Correctol
Laxative GH18C:117. Some acknowledged eldercare responsibilities as well: ComfortBath
Washcloths (GH20A: 57) feature an older woman using a walker and a younger woman with her
hand placed lovingly on the older woman‟s. Both are smiling and the text implies to the reader
that this is a mother-daughter relationship.
174
The differences between HB and GH are also apparent in the ways in which their photo
features were articulated to users: where HB uses the language of individuality and uniqueness
(„one of a kind‟), GH‟s photo spreads depicted „kitchens to copy‟.
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Figure 6.1 GH20A: ad insert
175

Students, for example, are implied in Downy‟s ad: “68% of people think that ironing is the
easiest way to reduce wrinkles. (Home Economics Class will never be the same)” (GH20A: 78).
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maker for her household, as well as the primary user of most domestic
appliances, during this era, the lifestyle to which the household aspires – no
matter who is in the household – is used to sell products (e.g. Whirlpool HB17A:
10, Figure 6.2; Jenn-Air HB19B: 11). The connection between housewives and
housework becomes less explicitly drawn than it was in the Electric and
Automobility Eras. In HB especially, it is apparent that the Figure of the
housewife has receded somewhat as the key or only target of advertising. This is
an extension of the trend begun earlier in HB toward appealing to the status
aspirations of readers/potential purchasers rather than to a need or desire for
superior or economical function over design and stylistic issues (see chapters
four and five). Perhaps coincidentally, men appear in ads by themselves and
without humour for the first time during this era; the language of these ads tends
to be that of „conquering‟ or „taming‟ the kitchen or the cooking process (e.g. Wolf
Ranges HB20C: 37, Figure 6.3; see also Wernick 1991: Ch. 3; Goffman 1979:367).
In the Internet Era, HB returns the key human actor in the kitchen (no
longer assumed to be the housewife) to the position of manager and supervisor
of a staff of assistants; in Cuisinart ads these assistants are pictured as small
appliances like blenders and food processors (e.g. HB17B: 17, Figure 6.4;
HB17C:15). Similarly, HB acknowledges that cooking may no longer be a
household chore, pointing out that it may be something to be enjoyed as a
„hobby‟ or as a social activity (e.g. Armstrong Flooring HB21C:n.p.). Many ads in
HB during this era are linked to or embody this idea, and promote the purchase
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Figure 6.2 HB17A: 10
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Figure 6.3: “Civilization begins with the taming of fire.” HB20C: 37
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Figure 6.4 HB17B: 17
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or consumption of large kitchen appliances, such as stoves and refrigerators, to
demonstrate that one is serious about cooking as a hobby (e.g. Thermador HB
Nov. 1996: 149; Kenmore HB19A: 15; Jenn-Air HB21D: inside front cover, 1). At
the same time, however, this trend in advertising implicitly assumes that the
kitchen is a public or semi-public space within the home – evidence that a shift in
how the kitchen is understood - from private in the Electric Era to semi-public in
the Era of Automobility to fully open here - has occurred and become normalized.
Also during this era, appliances and domestic technologies such as
laundry machines took on a kind of (discursive) agency and „active power‟ in
advertising that had only been hinted at or joked about in previous eras. They
begin to „speak for themselves‟ or at least to have voices attributed to them (e.g.
KitchenAid HB20A:44-45, Figure 6.5).176 They are also featured in „personals‟style ads, suggesting that a „partnership‟ sort of relationship between appliances
and (presumably) humans is desirable (e.g. Cuisinart HB20C: 163 and
HB20D:163), which also hinting at new kinds of users who are not cooking for
families. These technologies were also positioned as being capable of conferring
skill, talent and creativity in the kitchen to their human users (e.g. Thermador
HB20D:47).
The shift in perspective with respect to computers and related ICTs as
parts of the range of domestic appliances that should be in one‟s home illustrates
a convergence of technologies that enables new kinds of „social‟ action in the

176

On the other hand, though, dishwasher ads during this era focused quite extensively on the
silent operation of the product being advertised (e.g. Mahoney 1986; Whirlpool HB Feb 1986:
113; KitchenAid HB17B: 125; KitchenAid Oct. 1986: 135; KitchenAid Nov. 1986: 126; Bosch
HB20C: 189; KitchenAid GH17B: 241; Whirlpool GH17C: 97).
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Figure 6.5 KitchenAid ad for a coffee maker with built-in warming drawer. HB20A:
44.
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home and beyond, as in the case of information technologies (e.g. Internet)
„disappearing‟ or being integrated into normalized technologies like fridges and
washing machines.177 This movement also illustrates a tension between the fixity
and bounded-ness of what is commonly understood as „home‟ or the domestic
sphere, and the mobility of its residents, their ability to communicate with the
(Internet-enabled) appliances and the actions of weakly-related entities that
come to bear on the domestic sphere (delivery and maintenance personnel, for
example).178 Gumpert and Drucker point out that there is another level of tension
here, one that has to do with the increasing isolation and insularity of individual
households as public community spaces disintegrate:
In our mediated homes, we extend our ability to communicate
beyond place, and simultaneously, we become disconnected from
our surroundings. As physical distance as a barrier to
communication with others disappears, psychological constructions
are created. The most evident example is that in the past two
centuries, we have witnessed the extraordinary rise of privacy as a
coveted value and simultaneously documented the de-emphasis of
public space as a prized part of daily life (1998: 429).
What happens here, then, is a novel reconfiguration of the embodied relations of
technologies within and concerning the home, as well as a re-drawing of the
relationships between mobile and immobile bounded and unbounded spaces,

177

Convergence of function is also present in some advertisements for small kitchen appliances,
e.g. Franklin Chef Vertisserie Plus, which combines casserole dish cooking capability with a
vertical rotisserie. Like a slow cooker, it also has an „auto-off‟ function to allow for programmed
meal preparation. In other words, meal preparation and monitoring of cooking is delegated to this
appliance.
178
This will be further discussed in chapter seven. As of 2006, HB was reporting only the
presence of some memory functions and a small LCD screen in some refrigerators (Trucco
2006).
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and between the apparent permanence of „home‟ and the ever-broadening extradomestic sphere.179
In the latter part of this era, ads, articles, and product reviews about
Internet, computer and mobile ICTs and related products began to appear in the
magazines, albeit to a very limited extent.180 GH focused on „online safety‟ for
children (Cook 1991; Picker 2006),181 how to buy computer components such as
laser printers (e.g. GH21A:84) and cell phones182 and cell phone accessories
(e.g. leashes GH21B:34), and how to keep up with one‟s email, even if one is a
full-time mother (e.g. Cidco MailStation GH20A: ad insert).183 In HB, computer
and Internet technology slip almost unnoticed (and only infrequently) into ads for
seemingly unrelated products and feature home floor plans; a laptop shown on
an ottoman in an ad for living room furniture (e.g. Bernhardt HB21B: n.p, Figure
6.6) or the inclusion of a computer room in a floor plan indicates an acceptance
of this new addition to the household which requires space, somewhat as the
presence of servant‟s quarters, dining rooms, and service rooms in the Electric
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This issue is addressed further in chapter seven.
At the end of the era, GH published a short piece that was all about convergence of function,
that was called “Great Technology Features That You Never Use,” (GH21 D:71), including the
alarm clock in cell phones, still cameras in digital video cameras, and DVD players in computers.
181
th
ICTs for children also appear, as in GH‟s 6 Annual Good Buy Awards (GH20A:45), which
included Sony‟s MovieTime VCR. This product features a slot and eject lock, timer limits, auto
repeat, and cartoons that play as the video rewinds.
182
And what to do if one has lost one‟s cell phone (Wysmuller 2006).
183
In previous eras (see especially chapter four), the Good Housekeeping Institute tested new
devices as a service to consumers, reporting on their findings and refusing to advertise products
that had not been tested or which had not met the GHI‟s standards in the testing process. In the
Internet era, the GHI began to give its Seal of Approval to websites and computer related
technologies (e.g. “The Web Site Certification” GH20A: 14) as well as to new products of the
variety the Institute has tested since its inception (e.g. GH Institute Report GH19A: 46-47).
180
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Figure 6.6 HB21B: n.p.

230

Era signaled the presence of household staff, who were, in turn, required to live
an appropriate, socially acceptable middle-class lifestyle.184
The relative absence of computers and mobile devices in depictions and
discussions of domestic space, even toward the end of the era, indicates a lack
of association between mobile devices and the home on the parts of advertisers
and editors. The absence of mobile ICTs in the pages of the magazines also
indicates a potential change in magazine publishing, wherein the number of
magazines

being

published

grows

as

the

readership

of

magazines

simultaneously becomes more specialized. Good Housekeeping, after all,
provides what might be considered a manifesto for its (presumed) readers, the
“New Traditionalists” (GH18A: 7).185 House Beautiful, meanwhile, seems to have
found its niche by focusing on high-end design and décor. It may very well be
true that the readers of GH and HB are also workers, who use mobile ICTs, but
those who read GH want practical solutions to problems at home; HB‟s readers
focus on the aesthetics of their homes. The overlap between mobile ICTs as
representative of the world of work and the home as its antithesis are not seen to
coexist in any substantial way in the pages of either magazine during this era.

184

Parallels also exist in the magazines between the early years of widely available electricity
(magazines described the placement of lights and convenience outlets until the existence of
these technologies was taken for granted) and refrigeration (see, on both of these topics, chapter
four), and Internet technologies. Where articles featured information about computers and the
Internet, they tended to be of the „Buying Guide‟ or „How To‟ variety, which were common in the
early phases of the introduction of domestic electricity, refrigeration, and home electric laundry
appliances, and which Hand and Shove (2004) argue serve an important educational function in
teaching consumers how to use new technologies (see also chapter four).
185
The „New Traditionalist‟ is someone who feels “a renewed commitment to improving the
environment” and who looks “to Good Housekeeping to help lead the way” (GH18A:7). GH‟s
efforts in this direction include expanding the GHI to include a Bureau of Chemistry and
Environmental Studies and creating a series of „Green Watch‟ initiatives such as awards and
editorial features. GH claims of the New Traditionalist: “She wants much more than a clean
house. She wants a cleaner world” (GH18A: 7).
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The use of mobile ICTs for the maintenance of social networks seems to
be missing, too. It is, after all, very much the case that North Americans lag
behind other (especially Northern European) developed countries in mobile ICT
use in everyday life (see Castells 2000; Katz and Aakhus 2002). 186 This has
been variously attributed to the relatively high cost of mobile services (telephony
and data transfer) and the relatively low price of land-line telephony and Internet
services (see, for example, Katz and Aakhus 2002; Puro 2002; Kim 2002).187 In a
way, this division is reflective of an even more fundamental difference of
understanding where the use of space is concerned, including not only the
division between work and home, but also some of the social norms concerning
mobile ICT use in the presence of others (see also Rippin 2005; Rice 2008).188
Although advertising and articles are fairly clearly linked in both
magazines throughout the period of study, this became even more the case
during the Internet Era as sections with titles like „Advertising Feature‟ came to
combine both the advice and information of an article with reference to specific
products and, especially, brands.189 In part, this had to do with the brand identity

186

Low cost mobile telephony and texting has been exploited for assembling large groups of
people for social action. See Rafael 2003; Rheingold 2002.
187
For a good explanation of the Canadian situation, which does share some similarities with that
of the U.S., see Nowak 2007.
188
Katz and Aakhus‟ (2002) edited collection explores many of these issues, as does Brown,
Green, and Harper‟s (2001).
189
One of the most interesting things about the magazine materials in this era is that there are
noticeably fewer articles relevant to the object of this dissertation as compared to previous eras.
There are likely several contributing factors to this phenomenon, perhaps the most significant of
which might be that photographs and advertisements have supplanted the article as the primary
tool used by magazines to convey to readers what they should desire – influenced of course by
advertisers‟ financial support of the magazines‟ editorial position and mandate and the brandbased status aspirations of each magazines‟ target demographic. In a much more visually
immediate way, though, ads became more physically intertwined with other magazine content as
ads began to appear in different formats across each magazine‟s pages, taking up the bottom
sections of facing pages (e.g. Moen HB Oct 1991: 148-149; KitchenAid HB20A: 44-45; Bounce
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of many appliance and other domestic technology manufacturers so that the
brand names of appliance manufacturers like Frigidaire and Kenmore became
synonymous with the kinds of products it sold (e.g. KitchenAid HB18B: 50;
Kenmore HB Oct 1991:147). Branding also worked, during this era, to build upon
the relationships with consumers that trusted makers of appliances, such as
KitchenAid, had been establishing since at least the beginning of the twentieth
century (see, for example, Leiss et al. 2005; Lury 2004; Moor 2003). It also
helped to expand the ways in which consumers were meant to understand the
products on offer. Some innovations were introduced this way, under the banner
of a known brand, even if the product itself was unknown; brands were used to
distinguish one product from another in a market filled with a great deal of choice
but very little difference between products.

Branding and Other Methods of Making Domestic Technologies Disappear

Branding, as an instance of how individual domestic technologies become
„invisible‟ in the Internet Era, drew upon the aspirations of consumers in this era
by suggesting that things – in this case appliances – should all match to achieve
a look of quality (see, for example, the GE ad in Figure 6.8, discussed below;
chapter two for a discussion of the Diderot effect). Where there was some
functional relationship between products, consumers were meant to understand

GH20D: 76-77), two quarters of a page diagonal from one another (e.g. Black & Decker HB Nov
1986: 123-125), etc. Quantitatively, more advertising dollars were being spent in magazines
during this era, which led to more (and more elaborate) advertisements (see Leiss et al. 2005).
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the parts as functioning better if all part of the same line, or at least from the
same maker. In addition, branding brings together manufacturer and user in a
kind of feedback loop in a much clearer way than had previously been the case;
at times, the products themselves generate information about their conditions of
use and their users, which is used by manufacturers to refine the product and its
marketing (see Lury 2004; Leiss et al. 2005; Castells 2000; Harvey 1990). The
combination of ICTs and domestic appliances is one instance in which this might
occur and it becomes the site of a debate in the automated building industry over
the necessity of inter-operability and non-proprietary software connections.
With the ascendance of branding as a key advertising strategy at the end
of the twentieth century,190 a new kind or form of convergence comes to the fore
as products – individual goods – become subsumed under a brand‟s identity.
Fridges, for example, might be functionally equivalent across the market but they
are to be distinguished by the brand to which they belong, which itself has
meaning outside of the individual products that bear its name (Leiss et al. 2005).
Lury (2004) argues that the brand itself is increasingly an object in its own right,
quite apart from the products that might be identified with it, and that it becomes
more recognizable than these products and their individual qualities. In this case,
the rise of the brand as an object means that the products under its umbrella are
increasingly difficult to follow as individual entities. In this era, this can be seen in
ads for major kitchen and laundry appliances in which the brand or
manufacturer‟s name (Whirlpool, GE, and KitchenAid) is the first recognizable

190

Paterson (2006) argues that branding has been well established as a sales tool for some time.
Lury (2004) also points out that branding has at least a one hundred fifty year history.
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feature of the advertisement. The product being advertised in these kinds of ads
– if there is an individual product at all – is recognized secondarily and
sometimes only by reading the text that appears in the ad, particularly where the
images used in the ad feature artwork or other action in which the product is
embedded, demonstrating its use in „real life‟ or stylized situations (e.g. Figs. 6.1,
6.4, 6.9, and 6.12). In a way, then, individual things disappear as the brand gains
supremacy in the marketplace. This is, of course, a complete shift away from the
appliance market of the Automobility Era, for example, which worked to
differentiate individual products based on their own merits, even if these were
stylistic or discursive rather than functional.
As the brand and all it stands for (lifestyle aspirations, quality, economy,
heritage, etc.) comes to signify what is important about the product or group of
products (Leiss et al. 2005), these individual appliances are drawn together in
novel ways: „matching‟, or the Diderot effect (see chapter two above), becomes a
greater motivation for market-based consumption when redoing one‟s kitchen, for
example (e.g. Figure 6.8). Interoperability or coordination of appliances also
comes into play as their functions become more closely related (e.g. rangemicrowave-exhaust fan units).191 The brand and its mark also came to be a
greater part of the flows of information that circulated during this era, as is
discussed below.
There are other ways in which individual appliances are made to
„disappear‟ in the magazines during this era. In contrast to suggestions in both
191

This issue returns in chapter seven where the differences between networked homes provided
by a single manufacturer such as LG and those created by a group of product and service
providers such as CABA are explored.
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magazines in the two previous eras regarding how to go about remodelling one‟s
kitchen, HB and GH late in this era both feature ads – especially for GE‟s lines of
major appliances (e.g. GH18B: 109, Figure 6.7; GH19C:13-15; HB Aug 1996: 79; HB20C:63) – that encourage the purchase of matching suites of appliances to
coordinate and properly decorate one‟s kitchen to give a „built-in‟ look192.
Although appliances were sometimes played up as integral to the ideal kitchen
(whether newly built or renovated), high end luxury appliances also took a
different approach: they disappeared behind cabinet faces (e.g. Meile‟s Incognito
dishwasher HB20C: 153, Figure 6.8) and into cabinets and walls, as if to
proclaim to any casual observer of such a kitchen that the work function of the
space had been done away with alongside the disappearance of the appliances
(or, perhaps, that the appliances could disappear because no work was required
of them) (e.g. Subzero HB20C:36 Figure 6.9). This façade of effortless
achievement
dates back to at least the Electric Era discussed in chapter four, wherein
(women) household residents were encouraged to believe that their work and the
tools with which they do it should not become public. This invisibility also
coincided with the decreasing presence of people in kitchen spaces specifically
(as work was delegated to technologies of various sorts) and domestic spaces
more generally.193
192

Or to demonstrate attention to quality without having to do a major renovation. Thermador, for
example, advertised a standalone range that enabled the installation of a high quality appliance
without having to rip out cabinets to install its more traditionally offered built-in components
(HB19C: 127).
193
It also points to the ubiquity of technologies in the home and to the ultimate goal of „smart‟
houses and intelligent buildings – pervasive computing that so seamlessly blends into the
surfaces of the room that no separate interface is required (see chapter seven).
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Figure 6.7 GH18B: 109
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Figure 6.8 HB20C:153
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Figure 6.9 HB20C:36
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It is clear from these two contradictory shifts in the advertising of major
appliances that the role and understanding of the kitchen as a distinct domestic
space is also shifting. In HB, for instance, in 2006, photos in ads and feature
home photo spreads show that people are in fact present in kitchen spaces but
they are participating in non-work activities, such as relaxing, talking, drinking
from coffee mugs – activities that are likely to be interpreted by readers as
„leisure‟ (e.g. Armstrong Flooring HB21C: n.p, Figure 6.10; Feature Home
HB21A: 43, 53, and 70). Sometimes a product image remains the centre of the
ad, unaccompanied by people or action, while the accompanying text tells the
story of a re-thought purpose for kitchen space: “I want a floor that invites my
family and friends to hang out in the kitchen for a while (even though the party is
in the other room.)” (Shaw Flooring HB21C: n.p; but see also Merrillat Cabinets
HB17C: 99).
This shift in itself signals a more relaxed and less formal way of living than
ever before; middle class norms of domestic life continued to relax through the
Era of Automobility and into the Internet Era, a process which had begun first
with the servant crisis/question in the Electric Era and continued with the spatial
constraints of postwar suburban housing in the Era of Automobility. In 2006, for
example, HB ran stories and photo spreads about “Kitchens to Live In” (HB18B:
57-75), and which highlighted the relaxed nature of “American Style” (HB21C:8485). Later in the same year, the designer of a featured home explains why the
kitchen and dining room are open to one another: “It‟s no longer the days of the
cook and the maid. It‟s you yourself going to the kitchen and making your meals.
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Figure 6.10 HB21C:n.p.
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This way, you‟re not isolating the cook. It‟s a more human way of living and I
think it‟s what elegance is today – comfort, functionality, and lightness without
being formal” (HB21D: 93). This increasing informality and boundary flexibility are
two potential contributors to the home-work fluidity being seen in contemporary
life. Being pressed for time, requiring flexible scheduling, and sensing that
everyday life is speeding up might be considered lived experiences of time-space
compression. The mobility implied in this informality and boundary flexibility is
significant as it recognizes that both people and information are on the move.
Similarly, the open plan main floor that combines work and living spaces (and
thus acknowledges that work happens at home) naturalizes and normalizes the
home as a site of labour, even if that labour is framed as enjoyable, as in the
case of cooking as a hobby.

Changing Expectations about the Domestic Environment in GH and HB

As in chapters four and five, the delegation of household tasks to
technologies within the domestic sphere in this era also changes the character of
the task itself, which contributes to the ongoing negotiation of how to „properly‟ do
domestic work. In earlier eras, this began with the delegation of dishwashing and
heavy laundering tasks to appliances like dishwashers and washing machines
(see chapter four). In the present era, the issue of delegation of household tasks
to appliances is present, usually still as a way to release the user from the
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responsibility for „correctly‟ carrying out these tasks.194 Shove (2003) notes that
this kind of delegation becomes easier for housewives (and others doing
household work) on a level that recognizes social expectations once it becomes
widely accepted that the use of the machine produces appropriate results, such
as the dishwasher that washes dishes cleaner than any human hand could (a
process begun at least as early as the Electric Era – e.g. Figure 4.7), or once the
standard for cleanliness is defined by the use of the machine, such as in Shove‟s
example of clothes washing (2003; see also Whirlpool HB17C: 95). Unlike
previous eras, though, the time released through delegation to machines is likely
to be used by housewives for paid work outside the household even if ads
suggested that it should be used for leisure of one kind or another (in previous
eras, that time might have been used for childrearing, other housework, or,
perhaps, leisure based on domestic tasks) (e.g. Strasser 2000; Schwartz Cowan
1983);195 it should be noted, however, that during the Internet Era, any
suggestions in ads about why saving time is important are vague, which implies
that saving time is of universal concern.
Shove (2003; see also Freeman 2004; Hand and Shove 2004; Hand,
Shove and Southerton 2007) has discussed in some depth the role of changing
routines and regimes in the domestic sphere. Much of the advertising in this era
implicitly acknowledges this by employing words like „freshen‟ and „brighten‟ –
194

As is discussed above, in the early part of this era, the user is still seen to be a housewife.
This changes somewhat at the end of era to include other kinds of users.
195
Spatial layout sometimes also absorbs some responsibility for smooth household operations.
The photos that accompany Westmoreland‟s story about remodeling her kitchen show a smiling
woman interacting with a smiling child, both of which appear to be having fun. The text that
accompanies the photos, however, tells a part of the story that suggests that this might not be an
everyday occurrence: “Like most working moms, I can‟t shop and cook every night. I wanted
plenty of pantry space” (2001: 111).
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things are not necessarily smellier or dirtier during this era, but advertisements
draw attention to the importance of smelling and looking clean (rather than, one
might suppose, actually being clean; what it means to be „clean‟ has
simultaneously risen to a new standard and become conflated with brightness,
appearance and odour) (e.g. LG HB21C: inside back cover, Figure 6.11; see also
Shove 2003, 2002). Advertisements here, then, are serving manufacturers‟
interests by changing what it means to have clean clothing once the market has
been saturated with technologies capable of making clothes clean according to
the „old‟ criteria.
Advertising and articles in this era also tacitly acknowledge the „global‟
within the home. Food production is seen to include culinary ingredients,
techniques, and traditions from around the world (e.g. Hunter 1991), as are the
materials from which the kitchen is constructed (Italian marble countertops, etc.
{see, for example, Westmoreland 2001; Armstrong Flooring HB18B: 9}). At the
same time, though, the kitchen is still portrayed as the centre of the home and
has, in fact, become more of a „living space‟ than a „work space‟. The confluence
of domestic work and living spaces in the living room-kitchen combination
suggests a shift in the role of the kitchen from „engine‟ of the house, a private
space for family time, to a greater emphasis on entertaining, cooking as a hobby
(e.g. Tappan Gas Ranges HB17C: 145; Jenn-Air HB17D: 115), and eating as a
social activity (see also Wajcman 1991).
Items formerly associated with luxury found their way to being understood
as necessities during this era (e.g. Thermador HB17C: 138). Televisions are
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Figure 6.11: “Some Things Are Supposed to Be Wrinkled and Slightly Smelly. Your Clothes Aren‟t
One of Them.” This washer features “steam technology that will revolutionize the way you do your
laundry.” The ad also employs words like “freshens”, “brighten”, and “sanitize”, and ends by
pointing out: “That‟s better laundry in less time and most importantly, less time spent at the
ironing board.” HB21C: inside back cover.
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perhaps the best example of this. Although small built-in and portable televisions
had been promoted as being useful in all kinds of domestic spaces at various
points in time since its introduction, the size, permanence and positioning of the
television – and especially the flat screen late in the era – came to be more
heavily featured in ads. Sony‟s ad for the Wega (HB20A: fold-out ad) claims that
this television would be “at home in every room” and demonstrates through
photos and text captions how this is so, even in the kitchen.196 The convergence
of the medium‟s form with content focused more heavily on the domestic sphere
should not be ignored: the increasing presence and popularity of cooking
programmes, for example, may have helped to push along demand for
televisions in the kitchen while simultaneously featuring templates or aspirational
models for „dream kitchens‟ possessed (or at least used) by „celebrity‟ chefs on
television.197
Articles in both GH and HB move away from prescriptive advice for the
composition and layout of the kitchen during this era.198 There seems to be an
emphasis on the „dream kitchen‟, one that only the householder/cook can design
for her- or himself and which can only be obtained through activities of marketbased consumption (e.g. “One-of-a-Kind Kitchens” HB Aug 1986: 66-75; Corian
HB18C: 19; KraftMaid HB Oct 1991: 151), much like the „ideal homes‟ of the

196

Kitchen technologies also begin to migrate throughout the house. See Gallagher 2006;
SubZero HB20C: 36, Figure 6.9.
197
More recently, the specific tools (pots, crockery, etc.) used by such celebrity chefs, as well as
signature ingredients and sauces have also been enlisted in the idealized vision of the home cook
– one who makes gourmet-quality food easily, as a hobby, and to entertain guests.
198
Historical (e.g. Whitcomb 1996) and personal (e.g. Maynard 1991; Waller 1991) stories of
houses do feature prominently into HB‟s publication during this era, certainly more than
professional opinions (e.g. Zevon 1986).
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early and mid-twentieth century.199 Appliances – microwaves and dishwashers as
much as fridges and ranges – are, by the beginning of this era, largely assumed
to be present in domestic kitchens. In attempting to design the „perfect‟ kitchen,
„important‟ details are found in the cabinet hardware and backsplash tiles while
the space occupied by the kitchen simultaneously expands to include living
space (see Gallagher 2006; Mahoney 1996).200

201

These details also

demonstrate the relationship between the idea of the „dream kitchen‟ and the role
of the kitchen as a social space: it becomes a place where expressiveness and
personalization are required to situate the owner in an „appropriate‟ constellation
of appliances, furnishings, and fixtures that are representative of individual
aesthetic preferences, possible social connotations of chosen items, and
perceived needs with respect to kinds of appliances present and the spatial
layout. Much of what is on offer to kit out the ideal kitchen points to the tension
that exists between the global, extra-domestic, and public aspects, and the
private, domestic-centred, home-building activities of kitchen spaces throughout
the late twentieth century.

199

GH features many „dream kitchen‟ photo spreads, some with explicit directives to “copy in your
very own home!” (e.g. “7 Dream Kitchens” GH18B: 134-139; Fernandez 1986; “8 Dreamy
Kitchens” GH17D: 184-189).
200
Software was also promoted to help design kitchens, although it will “never replace an
architect or designer” e.g. Hertz 1996.
201
At the same time as the kitchen is expanding, the space taken up by appliances is a central
feature of ads e.g. Sharp Microwaves GH20A: 165.
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Busy-ness and the Space(s) of Work

At least partially a product of advertising and advice articles, of escalating
demands and expectations, the busy-ness associated with everyday life in the
Internet Era has significant consequences. The financial and social pressure felt
by housewives by the 1970s to find paid work outside the home need not have
had the effect that it did on perceptions of busy-ness – housework and childrearing might have been shared more equitably between household members,
for example. As it did occur, women who were wives and mothers as well as
employees faced what Hochschild (1989) called the „second shift,‟ wherein a
working mother was expected to put in time as a paid employee and then come
home to another, unpaid and probably full-time job in household work and
childrearing.202 In this context, who would not find devices, appliances, and foods
seductive if they promised to save time and effort?203
Advertisers and advice writers in GH and HB drew upon and contributed
to the busy-ness of the housewife early in the era by changing tactics to show the
housewife how her life would be different/better by consuming product X (e.g.

202

The emotional and practical legacies of postwar moms on moms of the 1980s is evident in
“Mom‟s Way or Your Way?” (GH21A: 28,30), which answers readers‟ questions about whether
Mom‟s way really is best, and provides updates for some of the tips (e.g. new products to use to
achieve some cleaning goal in a less toxic way). The time-consuming nature of these inquiries
reveals the pressure exerted by the stereotypical postwar mother (see also “Fighting Hidden Dirt”
GH21D:22,24).
203
It is curious that little, if any, attention has been paid to the development and use of devices
and appliances in paid work that saved time and effort at this same time. Issues of worker
autonomy – especially with respect to time management and preferred method – are key here. In
the early part of this era, downsizing, „right-sizing‟, and/or „smart-sizing‟ in the corporate world
were still in the future. As these arrived, though, fewer full-time workers were expected to do
more work, and work of different types. Office work, like housework, not only expands to fill the
time available, it also stretches the limits of what time is available.
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KitchenAid GH17C:16), which also represents the continuity of „scare copy‟
advertising that had been widely used in the immediate post-World War II period.
In the ads of the Internet Era, however, the goal of saving time in doing
housework was vague; it was discursively implied to free up more time for leisure
and spending one‟s time with family (not always a leisure activity in itself) rather
than for paid work or to allow time for more housework (although this newly-free
time was at least sometimes used in this way, e.g. Whirlpool Clothes Dryer
GH19D: 21). In this way, little has changed from early instances of „saving‟
rhetoric that drew upon scientific management and the rationalization of
housework.
The sense of busy-ness so prevalent in contemporary North American life
is also partially due to changing expectations of workers. Baxter and Kroll-Smith
(2005) explain that the „workplace nap,‟ for example, is emblematic of the shifting
boundary between home spaces and activities and those associated with
work.204 This is a useful point to keep in mind: increasingly porous boundaries
between home and work are influenced by and impact upon work life as well as
home life. An expectation for greater and greater productivity, frequently based
around tasks and projects, sometimes manifests itself in the form of flex-time,
child-friendly workplaces, and the workplace nap (Baxter and Kroll-Smith 2005;
see also Reich 1995). In much the same way, work time has overflowed the
boundaries of work space as mobile workers and ICT combinations enable

204

Some highly publicized workplaces, such as Google, are known for trying to keep employees
happy by blending work spaces with other spaces by providing recreation, childcare, and dining
facilities on the company‟s „campus‟.

249

constant availability through always-on Internet and telephone connectivity (see
Urry 2000; Thrift 2005).205
Huws (2003) explains the historical shift in understanding of the role of the
home worker in terms of the social „problem‟ the home worker as tele-worker was
meant to address. As was noted in chapter five, late in the Era of Automobility,
the Figure of the tele-worker emerged as a potential solution to the problem of
ever-increasing commuting times, high gas prices, and (likely) changing
expectations in the world of work.206 In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the
stereotypical tele-worker was a white, middle-class male - the same archetypal
worker who had moved his family to the suburbs after the war and who
commuted to and from work.207 GH, however, featured articles about women who
were working from home, frequently at jobs that they had created for themselves
(e.g. Block 1991). Here, then, is a clear difference between two different
traditions that likely contributed to the growing trend toward having a paid, extrahousehold job or business located in the home: men, who likely worked for large
corporations and for whom tele-working was likely seen as a luxury or perk that
substituted for leaving the home to go to a workplace, and women, who probably
worked for a small, local business, if not for themselves, and who may have had
to find work that was flexible enough to allow them to keep up with housework
and childrearing responsibilities (both still largely assumed in the Internet Era to
205

This always-on availability, combined with decreasing amounts of vacation time, has begun to
meet with resistance, such as that of the Take Back Your Time movement.
206
There is some debate over the relative merits of telecommuting from both employee and
employer perspectives. See, for example, N.A. “Backlash of Telecommuting” 2008.
207
This work, as noted in chapter five, was by the mid-1970s more likely to be in the suburbs than
in the city centre. The actual worker who telecommuted was likely to be of the generation after
the postwar suburban emigrants.
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be part of women‟s domestic duties) while allowing them to make a financial
contribution to the household, regardless of whether this increased the amount of
labour women did in the home.208
Those women who operated a business of some kind from their homes
brought attention to the difficulty of drawing clear boundaries between home and
work in a way that no other group could because of the persistent tension
between unpaid work in the private domestic sphere (childrearing, homebuilding,
etc.), and paid work in this same physical space (see Varley 2008). Although
historically, work and home have occupied the same space, the doctrine of
separate spheres and the cult of domesticity (amongst other nineteenth century
ideals), which had persisted into the post-war period of suburban growth pushed
work spaces and home spaces so far apart that they are only now (with the help
of ICTs) very gradually coming back together in a significant way.
Although historically working from home is not a new idea, the introduction
of ICTs to the domestic sphere in the middle of the twentieth century opened up
new opportunities for the kinds of work that could be done in the home. No longer
was working from home the exclusive province of artisans, craftspeople, and
autonomous professionals such as doctors, architects, and lawyers;209 other nonor semi-autonomous workers could work away from the office if equipped with
the right kinds of communications technologies. By the time Internet connectivity,

208

At least one article focussed on what to do “When She Earns More…”, including how to deal
with financial role reversal within the marriage and what to tell the children (Pomice 1996).
Another article covered how to work part-time at one‟s current job and warned readers to beware
of work-at-home schemes (Topolnicki 2001). Other articles celebrated women who worked from
home as having achieved work-family balance (e.g. Block 1991).
209
Or poor, often immigrant, women who took in sewing or other piecework.
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mobile telephony, and laptop computers reached massive diffusion in North
America in the early years of the twenty-first century, nearly anyone doing nearly
any job requiring the manipulation of symbols, or „knowledge work‟ (see Reich
1995), could, at least potentially, work from home.210
But what if the employee is encouraged to work from home, aided by
ICTs, or uses ICTs at home as part of freelance, contract or other independent
paid work?211 Working from home may have its benefits in terms of flexibility,
worker autonomy, and comfort, but it does present the possibility of, in the
absence of the standardized workday, unending work time. Huws explains some
of the attractive features of teleworking:
Implicitly, it promises the best of both worlds: full participation in the
international traffic of ideas and information and enclosure in the
protective sanctuary of the home. The worker is safe, cocooned in
familiar, womblike surroundings, yet linked umbilically to the great
world outside. The veins and arteries of the maternal body are
telecommunications networks, throbbing day and night with their
sustaining flow of information. We seem to be offered a resolution
of the age-old conflicts between the needs for adventure and for
security, for communication and for privacy, for the excitement of
the city and the serenity of the countryside (2003: 87).

Huws (2003) also points out, though, that this arrangement downloads much of
the cost and risk of work from the employer to the home-based employee. There
are myriad other challenges and dangers to home-working, argues Huws, such
210

Or from anywhere else, since Internet and other ICTs enable workers to be nearly anywhere
and still remain in contact with both work and home. Some limits exist with respect to the diffusion
of wireless networks and isolated areas (see, for example, Castells 2000).
211
Working away from the office might not always mean working from home instead. Telecommuter offices – centralized workspaces that allow workers from many organizations to access
business facilities and services – began to appear in suburban industrial parks and other
locations toward the end of this era (Castells 2000). The presence of Internet in hotel rooms and
„business centres‟ in hotel lobbies also points to this kind of assumed mobility and shifting
locations for work.
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as lack of job security and the (re)introduction of paid work into a domestic
environment which may be dominated by unsatisfactory social conditions,
especially where the home worker is also a wife and mother. Workers, who had
little, if any, say in their new-found mobility also reported less satisfaction and
success than those who had chosen this way of working (Green 2002; see also
Mitchell 1995).
From Home to Work: Mobility, Space, and Flows of Information

One of the key themes of this era and the next is in-between spaces and
their uses. That is, the spaces along Urry‟s scapes that are between nodes need
to be considered. The time required to get from one place to another has
markedly decreased but people travel further (see Larsen, Urry, and Axhausen
2006) which results in increased amounts of time in transit.212 In some (urban)
instances (especially „knowledge workers‟), this means that transit time is work
time, during which mobile ICTs help workers to remain within reach of work
(Green 2002; Laurier 2001).213 What is frequently overlooked (or at least goes
unsaid) is that technologies that enable constant, always-on connections to work
also enable the same kind of contact and connection with the domestic sphere

212

The average length of the daily commute in the United States reached 100 hours a year in
2005, which exceeds the 80 hours of the traditional two-week annual vacation (assuming a 40
hour work week). Although average commutes varied geographically, heavily urbanized areas
such as New York had longer commutes than more rural areas such as Montana (see US
Census Bureau 2005). Use of transit time for work depends on the mode of transit, ICT
use/network availability, and local regulations surrounding the use of hands-free devices in
private automobiles.
213
The recently passed Ontario law prohibiting the use of handheld devices while driving (CBC
2009) will change how some mobile people communicate and will likely necessitate technologies
that will translate text to voice in order to enable expanded hands-free capabilities in cars. Many
other Canadian jurisdictions have either passed or are considering similar legislation.
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and to social networks outside of work.214 Any train or bus trip – not to mention
extended time in airport lounges and restaurants – yields myriad overheard
conversations for work, domestic and social purposes. Places like airports and
trains – what Marc Auge calls the „non-places of supermodernity‟ (1995) – are
built for transitory actors, those in motion. They are not places in which to dwell;
they are places to pass through, perhaps sit temporarily to check one‟s email or
voicemail (if one is outdated enough not to have a mobile handheld device such
as a smart phone), before moving on.
The sense of busy-ness that permeates advertising and articles in the
magazines during this era began at least with the application of Taylorist and
scientific management principles to the domestic sphere (e.g. Gilbreth 1927; see
also chapter four above). Rising expectations of childrearing and household
cleanliness also contribute to this. The infiltration of domestic space by social
philosophy can, in this era, be thought of as the incursion of (primarily) intangible
technologies developed in the world of work into the home environment.215
214

As in the other chapters of this dissertation, the focus here is on the relatively affluent middle
and upper middle classes, who are likely employed in „white collar‟ work. These workers are
potential consumers of GH and HB.
215
The domestic sphere also has its own intangible technologies, which are demonstrated most
clearly in the routines, patterns of activity, habits and systems of carrying out household tasks.
Crabtree et al. point out that there might be some tension or problems in attempting to apply
analyses, design principles, and technologies of the work place to the domestic sphere:
[…] it has been suggested that in turning to familiar concepts derived from the
workplace there is risk of migrating and operationalising a set of values that may
be inappropriate for domestic design. […] The problem here is that such things
as „production‟ and „efficiency‟, which may themselves be construed of in terms
of such concepts as „plans and procedures‟ and „workflow‟ along with a host of
analytic concepts that describe the organization of practical action in the
workplace in terms of Fordist and Taylorist principles of capital production, do not
apply to the organization of practical action in the home. […] The home and
workplace are different domains and we do not need an extensive period of
research to tell us that – as members of society we know that, and as designers
we know it as a condition of our inquiries. The problem we have is not one of
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Some of these kinds of intangible technologies have been identified in
contemporary social theory that addresses networks. In chapter two, the sense of
being pressed for time, or of the capability of flexible, on-the-go scheduling and
planning were demonstrated to indicate the cooperation of time and mobility.
With respect to the mobility and global nature of life in the Internet Era (and
beyond), Urry (2001) makes a distinction between scapes and flows as the two
main organizing categories of movement of people, information, technologies,
money, and the like. Scapes “are the networks of machines, technologies,
organizations, texts and actors that constitute various interconnected nodes
along which the flows can be relayed” (Urry 2001: 35). Urry provides several
examples of scapes, including satellites for radio and television, wire and co-axial
cables, and the transportation of people by air, sea, rail and roads of all kinds.
These scapes “reconFigure the dimensions of space and time” (Urry 2001: 35).
Once these scapes have been established, members of each society try to
become connected to them as nodes within that particular network (Urry 2001).
This creates areas of relative connectedness and relative isolation.
Flows, on the other hand, “consist of peoples, images, information, money
and waste, that move within and especially across national borders and which
individual societies are often unable or unwilling to control directly or indirectly.
These flows create new inequalities of access/non-access which do not map on
to the jurisdictions of particular societies” (Urry 2001:36). The relatively more
connected areas are likely to be urban locations and the relatively less
understanding that the home and the workplace are different, then, but of
developing insights into how and in what ways the home is different in order that
we might develop technologies that are appropriate to the setting (2003: 2).
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connected, more rural (Castells 2001). This type of emphasis on relative access
and location based on one‟s level of connectedness to a particular network is
echoed by Lash‟s (2002) explication of global information culture as composed of
„zones‟ which combine „live‟, „dead‟, „wild‟ and „tame‟ qualities based not only the
relative degree of connectedness but also on what social actors do with their
relative connectedness. A „live tame‟ zone, for example, is a space of “the new
„economic-capital‟ bourgeoisie” while a „dead wild‟ zone is described by Lash as
the „underclass‟ such as “those members of the industrial working class in the
earlier manufacturing society, who are unemployed, underemployed, or
homeless in the global information culture” (Lash 2002: 29). In short, during this
era, home spaces become more and more like nodes in contemporary
communication and information networks, and should be considered in the same
ways as other more or less connected spaces. The kind of home likely to
resemble the node is urban, middle- to upper-middle class, and connected to
Internet and mobile telephony networks. In Urry‟s (2001) terms, home
environments are similar to scapes in that they provide infrastructure and
patterned action for the people, information, money, and wastes that can come
and go from its relatively stable and relatively well connected location. I argue
that both the Electric and Automobility eras might also be considered from this
point of view. The extent to which the home-as-node, throughout the time period
under examination here and connected to other nodes and scapes, deals with
flows is what marks the difference between the Internet era and those that
preceded it.
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By bringing paid work into the home, new and different kinds of flows of
things and intangibles are also associated with the home office (or other space
designated for such work). These read like a catalogue of Urry‟s (2000) items to
be considered for a reconFigured sociology – information, wastes, people,
objects, etc. It is true that all of these had flowed into the domestic sphere prior to
the near-ubiquity of office space in middle class American homes. The speed
and character of this changed, however, with the diffusion of Internet connectivity
in wide swaths of middle and upper-middle class households in America (see
Castells 2000). Information, in electronic formats, can flow much more freely and
quickly into and out of the household than had previously been possible, even via
fax and telephone connectivity. Internet and mobile communications devices
allow for always-on connectivity, which by itself helps to blur the boundary
between work and non-work, home and non-home, by pulling apart the situated
nature of the relationship between communication and space. Telephone
connectivity had accomplished this to a certain extent by normalizing
communication that did not require face-to-face interaction but which could share
the same time (Green 2002).216 Mobile telephony, though, does not require a
person to be at work to take work calls (or, be at home to deal with home issues);
fixed location at any given time of day becomes largely irrelevant so long as one
is within the service area of one‟s mobile phone network. The boss can reach her
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Written communication is always separated out in both time and space.
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employees anytime, no matter where they are, but by the same method, the kids
can reach Dad anytime, anywhere he happens to be (Green 2002).217
The use of domestic spaces for work of different kinds remained a key
theme during this era, particularly in the form of paid work in the home. The
setting aside of domestic space for the purpose of paid work helps to challenge
even further the ways in which North Americans (and arguably Western
Europeans as well) understand what „home‟ is and what it is for (Gallagher 2006;
see also Gumpert and Drucker 1998). Since at least the Industrial Revolution,
home has ideally been a refuge from the world of work. Varley (2008), citing
Bondi and Domosh (1998) argues, though, that by the end of the twentieth
century the ideology of separate spheres had, especially for middle class women
in the United States and the United Kingdom, largely disintegrated. Varley (2008)
also notes that these boundaries are not universally negative constructs, and
cautions against utopian or even overly celebratory accounts of the
disappearance of distinctions between home and work.
Telework has generally been part of a broader utopian vision of what life
could be that promises to make life easier by making it more convenient. Like
most promises that accompany new technologies, those related to teleworking
have never quite fully been realized (Castells 2000:425). In fact, despite the
emphasis on it in much contemporary techno-enthusiasm concerning it, the
217

Communications technology for domestic purposes also came to the fore here, e.g. Ingersoll
1986. With this profusion of mobility in communication, it should not be a surprising turn of events
if workers are increasingly removed from their work locations (and home locations) to travel more
extensively than might have been the case in earlier eras. Harvey (1990) explains that the
processes of globalization have included increasing numbers of multinational conglomerates,
which require workers to be mobile to varying degrees, as well as constant communication
between branch offices, suppliers and customers, and the like.
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Internet is only partially responsible for telework (Castells 2001). Most telework in
the early- to mid-1990s was not full time and only about half required computer or
Internet accessibility (Castells 2000: 425). Even some of the motivations for
teleworking raised at the end of the last era (less time commuting and higher gas
prices) seem not to have worked out quite as the ideal vision suggested:
automobile use patterns point to an increase in use (by other family members,
and a decrease in multi-stop trips to or from work, for example) (Castells 2001:
232). Castells points out that because of these low Figures (1-2% of the total US
labour force on any one day in 1991), the promise of telework from home seems
limited (2000:425).218 Other arrangements, such as suburban office centres with
networked computer facilities, showed more promise at this point, however.
Castells argues that “if these trends are confirmed, homes would not become
workplaces, but work activity could spread considerably throughout the
metropolitan area, increasing urban decentralization” (2000: 425-6).
Castells‟ argument rests on the supremacy of Internet connectivity for
work, which he assumes requires a fixed location and data port, even in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Mobile telephony, wireless (and ubiquitous) Internet –
and various combinations thereof – were not significantly in use throughout most
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By 2006, some increases were reported: 8% of American workers telecommuted one day a
month and approximately 20% of the entire workforce telecommuted at some point (Amble 2007).
Full time teleworkers numbered 14.7 million, up 20% from 2005 (Amble 2007) The proliferation of
wireless and high speed Internet access “which has made it both less expensive and more
productive to work remotely”, and an increasing in the number of employers willing to “embrace
flexibility and work-life balance” are cited as factors in this change (Amble 2007: n.p.) Amble also
reports that “Teleworkers are four times as likely to say that they worked on vacation as all
Americans in general, while the new freedom to work flexibly and independently can also mean
working anywhere, everywhere, and all the time” (2007: n.p.). Amble‟s article reports on the
WorldatWork Telecommuting Trendline for 2006.
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of this era, although this was beginning to change in its final years.219 If Castells
is correct in his argument that decentralization will be the result of spread-out
workplaces, mobile telephony and ubiquitous (wireless) Internet may push
decentralization even further as workers stretch the times and spaces of both
work and home into one another and all points in between.
The home office as a designated space within the home is an important
idea in the Internet Era. That the home office is for household management is
largely taken for granted in much of the literature that deals with this era,
especially its earlier years (e.g. Lally 2002; Gallagher 2006).220 In its later years,
as noted elsewhere in this chapter, the inclusion of designated office space in the
home is apparent in many of the magazine materials. Running a business from
home would have required additional spaces and equipment; bringing work home
from an outside employment space might not have required more than a work
surface and a computer, perhaps a telephone.221 Later in the era, and well into
the (imagined) future discussed in the next chapter, home office space is
assumed to be either well-established (and so conducive to paid work also being
done in this space), or not required at all because work may be done anywhere
219

19.1 million teleworkers in the US in 2006 used broadband connections for telework as
compared to 8 million in 2004 (Amble 2007).
220
The various articles about housewives working from home discussed about constitute an
exception.
221
The space required for the creation of a home office was a challenge to find, in some cases
(and especially if a home computer was involved), and most frequently involved claiming or reclaiming space that was in use (or disuse) for other purposes. Lally (2002), for example, notes
that the dining room was frequently recognized as an under-utilized space that might hold a
computer with little disruption to the rest of the room. Other rooms or portions of rooms were
claimed – spare bedrooms, corners of living rooms or kitchens, and sometimes in-between
spaces or those previously unused for any purpose such as hallways and awkward corners –
were enlisted in the creation of a home office or computer area. In other cases, workspace
becomes a showcase for the work being done there (e.g. Dawson 2001). Pittel (2001) covers a
design workspace deliberately made to appear and feel like a home.
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through the use of mobile devices like cell phones and wireless Internet-enabled
laptop computers and handhelds. This results in housing stock and notions of the
ideal home that include office space that is no longer really used as an office, or
is perhaps used only for the management of household affairs rather than for
paid work. In part, this is the result of what looks like a major transition from
accessing „the Internet‟ to the Internet becoming more like a surface seen on
screens which are themselves increasingly mobile. In other words, what has
happened is that office space has now been „built in‟ to home design since at
least the 1990s, but the suites of technologies that are meant to be used there
have almost completely changed from desktop to web-accessible, which no
longer require separate or dedicated spaces as people now access all kinds of
media on their laptops, netbooks, and handhelds as they work in cafes and
wireless hotspots.222

Conclusion

Although the Internet is nominally the most significant of the networks
discussed in this chapter, the various networks involved in teleworking are
significant as well since they demonstrate the convergence of systems, things,
and people that are required for such a practice to exist. Workers in this era as
well as information are mobile, particularly where these are involved in
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The change in how information is accessed appears to be continuing in the Networked Home
as „the Internet‟ becomes a utility to be accessed via interfaces that are more like surfaces. See
chapter seven below.
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knowledge work. In an interesting parallel, the development of the brand as a key
strategy in advertising also represents a kind of knowledge work, since symbols
are manipulated and meanings created to an even greater extent than was the
case for advertising in earlier eras.
Advertisements, photo stories, and other magazine content did at least
three things during this era that indicate, in various ways, shifts away from
visions of the future that had been present in earlier advertising. First, their object
shifted from an assumed housewife who was also a mother and who likely
worked outside the home, to previously unexploited targets – men and singles,
for example. A presumption of being rushed, busy, or time-poor was prevalent
throughout the magazines, regardless of the target audience. Advertisements for
all kinds of products recognized this and emphasized the low time commitment
required to use or otherwise consume the product in the ad (e.g. National Pork
Producers Council ad GH17D: 231, which read: “Pork. Time Savor.”). Whereas in
earlier eras time appeared as a resource, something to be filled productively, in
the Internet era, time appeared as something to be bought, saved, traded,
micromanaged – in short, commodified (Silverstone 1991, 1993; Castells 2000;
Schor 1991; Hochschild 1997; Baxter and Kroll-Smith 2005).223 Products were
advertised in a way that made them seem to help with the management of time
(e.g. Cuisinart HB20A: 101, Figure 6.12; Jenn-Air HB17C: 84; on convenience
foods and perceived busy-ness in the UK, see Warde 1999).
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Ads for organization and storage products also began to appear in this era and usually
employed some form of humour. An ad for plastic storage containers, for example, read:
“Memories account for 10% of our intellect. (And 90% of our attic space)” (Sterilite GH19A: 111).
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Figure 6.12 HB20A:101
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Second, the shift away from ads that focused on the individual product in
some way to an emphasis on brand identity helped to further the process begun
in the postwar period, wherein users were encouraged to see themselves as part
of a constellation of domestic „helpers‟ and furnishings. In this era, the user is not
only a part of this constellation but is at the head of this army of „assistants‟ (e.g.
Figure 6.3). Advertising during this era became increasingly about lifestyle issues
and less about the specific merits of the individual product being advertised, and
branding became an important way to sell associated products made by the
same company (e.g. KitchenAid HB18D: inside front cover). Indeed, suites of
appliances produced by a single manufacturer were advertised as the way to
coordinate one‟s new kitchen without having to do a major renovation of other
components such as flooring or cabinetry (e.g. GE HB May 1991: 128).
Finally, as in previous eras, social philosophies and technologies from the
world of work continue to influence the ways in which home life is organized,
while simultaneously reiterating and blurring the boundaries between work and
home. Mobile telephony and Internet worked, in this era, to blend the physical
spaces and temporalities of work and home by allowing individual workers to
attend to many different kinds of demand at nearly any time, in nearly any place.
Interestingly, however, these types of technologies were nearly invisible in the
magazine materials, but are demonstrated to be present in everyday American
life by the data reported in the academic literature. In part, this type of discursive
relationship between home and work is possible because of the branding and
change in target audience of advertising as these challenge the ways in which
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products were advertised in previous eras; women and individual appliances
began to disappear from advertising materials in the latter part of this era.
The coming of digital information flows in the home has a variety of
implications, as has been discussed, but the changing character of information,
the devices through which it flows, and the understandings of space and place
during this time must be attended to. Chapter seven focuses on these issues by
turning to the design and production side of the market-based consumption
process.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: THE (EMERGING) NETWORKED HOME

Visions of what the world could be like are present in the data examined in
this chapter, and these tend to be more future-oriented than the visions of
advertisers in earlier eras. There is also a shift here from print advertising to
CABA‟s Information Series (a part of its online Research Library, which has
provided an arena for various manufacturers of domestic and other building
components to share their technical and research findings with one another since
1993), as the chapter looks forward to the imagined future envisioned by the
manufacturers prior to the involvement of advertisers.224 I argue that, because of
the extensive market research frequently conducted as part of the studies
undertaken by CABA sub-groups, these publications can be read as forerunners
to advertising and promotional material such as that seen in chapters four
through six. Manufacturers pay attention to the ways in which current
technologies are used, and attempt to pitch new products to consumers based
on already existing ways of interacting with familiar technologies; in other words,
they rely on sedimented layers of technology, existing skill sets, dominant
ideologies, and social norms to form the field against which new products are
introduced.225

224

In addition to papers focusing on the networked home, the CABA Research Library also
includes many papers on automating commercial buildings, technical reports about new
components, and reprints of trade publications. Most of these have no relevance for the present
research and so are omitted from this discussion.
225
This is demonstrated in Figure 7.1, which is taken from an Internet Home Alliance White Paper
about the Connected Home Ecosystem Framework, which is discussed further below.
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Figure 7.1 (from IS 2006-64)
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The chapter aims to provide some insight into the directions the building
automation industry sees the consumer market going in the short-term future,
since it is not only advertising that tries to construct the future. There are many
other actors involved in the complex process creating visions of what the future
could or should look like, as new ideas in material and discursive form are
circulated and take on some kind of agency and normalcy as part of the process
of innovation. As a counterpoint to the very North American perspective of CABA,
and to help demonstrate the cultural specificity of visions of the networked home,
an example of a networked and automated home system produced by
electronics manufacturer LG and in place in parts of South Korea (and elsewhere
in Asia) is discussed to highlight the influence on networked homes of extradomestic factors on the kinds of technologies and connections with the public
sphere and inhabitants alike.
In contrast to the images of the ideal home that permeated and dominated
the first three eras – suburban, single family, inhabited by variations on the
nuclear family – the homes in which networked domestic technologies are
depicted in this era tend to be, like those in the latter part of the Internet Era,
more decidedly urban in their location. This is particularly true of LG‟s HomNet
system, which is shown in high rise condominium structures in the „Deployment
Cases‟ section of LG‟s website („Deployment Cases‟ 2006). This might also be a
reflection of the cultural specificity of and differences between the North
American and South Korean manifestations of the networked home concept. The
CABA depictions of networked home technologies work with the dominant or
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stereotypical model of North American housing, established by the explosion of
post-World War II suburbs (relatively large, single family detached in a suburban
location, which is demonstrated in the models present in much of the CABA
literature {see, for example, Figure 7.2, which is a typical front cover of an
Information Series entry into the CABA Research Library}), but also note and
experiment with urban condo-style living spaces as well. In both cases, the
general situation of networked homes is in (sub)urban, rather than small or rural,
communities. This seems to build on the presumption of at least one resident
working for pay outside of the home (thus requiring a commute of some kind) and
of busy-ness and time stress. In instances where the networked home connects
to delivery services, it appears to be assumed that these are to be found nearby,
which also suggests an urban environment.
Presently, at the point of transition between the Internet and Networked
Eras, some of the CABA material and all of the LG material addresses the issue
of how to „improve‟ consumers‟ home lives and living conditions by returning to a
presumption that the consumer would be buying a newly built house or condo or
custom designing and building one.226 In part this is reflective of demographic
shifts in location of residence: a decline in rural and small community residence
and an increase in urban and suburban living. In part it is also reflective of the
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The significance of the new-built or custom home has thus not disappeared in the beginning of
the Networked Era. During the Electric Era, HB suggested to its readers how and where electrical
„convenience‟ outlets should be installed when building one‟s house. Retrofitting almost never
appeared as a feature in either of the magazines. In the Era of Automobility, the postwar suburb
was, by definition, composed of newly built mass-produced houses. Readers of GH were
assumed to live in one of these houses in a development like one of the Levittowns. Although
there was not as much emphasis on building new in the Internet Era, renovations and „trading up‟
continued the trend, in both magazines, of encouraging readers to „improve‟ their living
conditions.
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Figure 7.2
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greater ease of installation of the wiring to support the various components of
entertainment-centric networks in particular as a part of the construction process
as opposed to the challenges of retrofitting pre-existing housing stock. This may
itself be indicative of consumer demand, developers‟ marketing practices (using
the pre-installed network as a value-added feature to gain even a small
advantage in very competitive urban housing markets {see Plextal 2006;
discussion below}), and the reality that consumers must specifically purchase
home networking components if they wish to retrofit their homes. 227 In some
cases, this would be a great deal more costly than buying a new house or condo
already equipped with a security system that includes specially manufactured
doors and windows, for example.
The key argument in this chapter is that a „network of things‟ that has been
a naturalized part of home life since the early twentieth century expands with the
increasing proliferation of wireless Internet and other ICTs into and around the
home and the people who live there to include remote control and networked
access. This is a new form of convergence manifested in this era.228 There is, in
this era, a significant shift in the kinds of technologies that are assumed by the
manufacturers to be important parts of the network of domestic appliances.
Mobile phones and workplace computers are present in these visions of what
home life could or should be like as much as are refrigerators and washing
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The goal of home network creation and connectivity would be to have a wireless Internet
network set up in the home that would allow consumers to add products and appliances, similarly
web-enabled, as they acquire them. A wirelessly connected configuration would also help to
make retrofit installations easier.
228
As has been the case with convergences of various sorts throughout the preceding chapters,
divergences are also implied here.
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machines. What this means in terms of the kinds of boundaries that can be
determined between domestic spaces and work spaces, and about the changes
in perceptions of what „home‟ is for and how its interior space is organized are
what this chapter is about.
In a similar fashion, other kinds of networks that overlap and constitute
urban life began to emerge or to change shape in this era. Within the city, similar
networks exist, as they increasingly also do in individual homes within cities
(Baydar 2003). The emerging, interconnected systems that constitute “digital
convergence” do not fit the same model as previous sociotechnical systems or
infrastructures such as “electric power grids or telephone networks” (Edwards
2003: 200). This is due in large part to the decentred nature of emerging
sociotechnical networks; where electricity and telephony presuppose and require
the formation and expansion of a network out from a central hub (or series of
hubs) that provides one kind of service, flow or system, emerging systems
presuppose these as a sort of infrastructure – normalized, sedimented layers of
sociotechnical systems – and work on connectivity on an as-needed, whereneeded

basis

characterize

(Edwards

established

2003).

Permanence,

infrastructural

networks;

fixity,

and

always-on,

centralization
ubiquitously

available, and decentred are the watchwords of emerging networks.
The goal of this chapter is to push further the idea of the home as a node
in wider (sociotechnical) networks of the kind characterized by Urry (2001) as
„scapes‟. I argue that the convergence of residential building practices,
telecommunications networks, and the increasing mobility of residents does in
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fact indicate that the home, which has been at some degree of remove from the
world around it since at least the beginning of the twentieth century, is becoming
more tightly connected to and intertwined with the networks that exist beyond its
boundaries.
By the end of the twentieth century, the effects of nearly one hundred
years of domestication and normalization of domestic technologies were
apparent. It was, by this time, not even a matter of whether or not one possessed
a given technology, it was a matter of which one and what additional functionality
it had. The key networks in this era (ICTs) looked and functioned like Urry‟s
scapes and flows, but wirelessly and invisibly, as everything seemed to be on the
move.
Thrift‟s local intelligence seemed to be the most significant way in which
convergence would occur – information- and functionality-laden environments
that users could easily access on the go. Mobile ICTs appeared to enable
flexibility in the face of time-space compression and the speed-up of everyday life
by facilitating on-the-fly temporal coordination. It is difficult to say what the legacy
of this era will be in terms of what is „built-in‟, but humans‟ increasingly reliance
on ICTs suggests the perpetuation and extension of hybrid sociality and
mediated communication.
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Cultural Specificity and Visions of the Networked Home: CABA and LG

LG‟s HomNet is an integrated technology system that connects
technologies within the home and to the outside world. The information found on
the manufacturer‟s website is examined here as a way of demonstrating not only
that, given different circumstances, the state of the North American automated or
integrated home might have been different, but also to highlight some of the
ways in which the CABA vision of the networked home is very much a product of
its cultural milieu (as are all visions of the ideal home), and to demonstrate the
differences between a networked home created by one organization (LG) as
opposed to one that requires collaboration between many manufacturers, as is
frequently the case with the CABA research council participants. A comparison
between the two models of the ideal networked home is useful to understand the
direction in which networked domestic spaces might move as these visions are
more and more clearly articulated by producers. Both visions, though, are very
much in line with Thrift‟s (2005) arguments concerning the development of local
intelligence and an ecology of software within the home.
The LG websites include still images, written text, and short animated and
live action films, all of which are found on the company‟s website. These
materials also provide a counterpoint to the CABA materials in that they deal with
a concept of the networked home that is a product of a non-North American
environment.

They should be understood together with the North American

materials as expressions of the cultural contingency of network formations.
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HomNet is most definitely a product of a foreign environment and could not easily
be grafted onto an American home. Technologies such as those involved in the
creation of a networked home might appear to be standardized – a fridge is a
fridge regardless of the cultural context – but this only makes sense in an
abstract way, if the technology is imagined to be determined only by its
functionality, for example. The CABA and LG materials are juxtaposed to
demonstrate how differently the networked home and its constituent technologies
have been expressed in the different contexts of North America and South
Korea.
In contrast to the unified, cohesive nature of LG as a producer of
networked home technologies, CABA is “a not-for-profit industry association that
promotes advanced technologies for the automation of homes and buildings in
North America” (caba.org). The vision statement of the organization asserts that
it is “[t]he knowledge-based forum for industry leaders who advance the use of
technology and integrated systems in the global home and building industry”
(CABA Mission). In addition to the general research conducted by members,
CABA has set up several councils to focus on specific aspects of the
organization‟s interests. The two most significant here are the Connected Home
Council and the Connected Home Research Council (CHRC; the Internet Home
Alliance Research Council {IHA} prior to being integrated by CABA in 2006). The
former was established in 2004 and “initiates and reviews projects that are
related to connected home and multiple dwelling unit technologies and
applications” (Connected Home Council). This group describes connected homes

275

as those that “intelligently access wide area network services such as television
and radio programming, data and voice communications, life safety and energy
management/control information and distribute them throughout the home for
convenient use by consumers” (Connected Home Council). It also “examines
industry opportunities that can accelerate the adoption of new technologies,
consumer electronics and broadband services, within the burgeoning connected
home market” (Connected Home Council).
The Connected Home Research Council, in contrast, works to “advance
the connected home space” by utilizing “systematic and proven project
management techniques to maximize the benefits of research collaboration for all
participants” (Connected Home Research Council). Each project is funded by
participants rather than by CABA and “Council initiatives ensure that team
members are provided with critical market data that helps them refine their
product development and marketing efforts” (Connected Home Research
Council). Some of the projects carried out by the CHRC included the „Digital
Kitchen‟, which “investigated consumer electronics and appliances in use in
North American kitchens and determined which new products and services
homeowners wanted to see added to their kitchens in the future” (Connected
Home Research Council). „Laundry Time‟ examined “how effective an „intelligent‟
laundry solution was at simplifying and saving time on laundry tasks while also
uncovering consumer attitudes about remote access and control of laundry
appliances” (Connected Home Research Council). This Council also developed
CABA‟s Digital Home Ecosystem, which is explored more fully below.
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Since 2003, significant documents have been added to CABA‟s
Information Series. In that year, it uploaded the POF Newsletter, an industry
publication that focuses on plastic optical fibre. The May-June issue was
dedicated to a “Digital Home Implementation Plan for Realizing Digital Life in
South Korea” (POF 2003). The majority of this issue is comprised of an article
written by the South Korean Ministry of Information and Telecommunication
explaining “their vision to bring broadband not only to the home but also inside
the home” (POF 2003: 1). The same Ministry had drafted a plan outlining the
government‟s plan to “build 10 million digital homes by 2007, [so that] a total of
61 percent of the homes in South Korea will be wired for broadband by 2007 – an
aggressive but doable goal” (POF 2003: 1). This document also details the
international context of home network development (pilot studies in Japan,
Sweden, and the UK), challenges to implementation in the South Korean context
and required factors to make it work (including on-going government support and
the development of a standardized platform), and a list of core technology
components. This adds a layer of explanation to the manufacturer‟s own
materials by demonstrating that HomNet is, in part, a response to government
initiatives. It is also a business plan designed to be competitive with other
domestic producers of networked home technologies. In addition, it draws
another set of actors into the production of LG‟s HomNet (the Ministry and the
South Korean government more generally), and these have shaped the network
in a distinct and identifiable way – by defining components to be included, for
example, or by announcing support for home networks.229 This response to
229

A potential problem (or a direction for further research to be done by a researcher who is
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government initiatives and the single-manufacturer character of HomNet, as well
as other factors such as housing stock, mark HomNet as different from North
American projects such as those undertaken by CABA member organizations.
The involvement of government and big business, though, does point to the
dominant interests involved in the creation of HomNet and thus in its promotional
materials, which work to largely erase these connections in favour of an overly
optimistic vision that is presented to potential consumers. In this way, then, webbased materials for concept products such as HomNet function in similar ways to
the more conventional advertising that was present throughout the twentieth
century.
In 2005, the IHA released a report that used another set of analytic
frameworks: the „ecosystem‟ approach to the connected home, which includes
three separate but interconnected ecosystems (family, career, entertainment),
and which explicitly incorporates remote access to the networked home (Wilson

multi-lingual) with the use of the material from the HomNet website is that it is very possible that it
is promotional material designed to be read by people such as LG executives and concept critics
who are not actually meant to understand these materials as much more than a thought exercise.
It is true that this may well have been the case when the research for this dissertation began but
because of the deployment of the HomNet network „in real life‟ (as indicated in the „Deployment‟
section of the website that lists the various locations in South Korea and elsewhere in Asia where
HomNet is actually in use), it might be more the case at the present time that this website is
meant to provide information (including persuasive materials) for potential consumers in the
region who happen to be native English-speakers. This speaks to the global mobility of labour
and the interconnectedness of all facets of daily life – individuals from elsewhere in the world do
relocate to South Korea and may in fact find themselves confronted with the reality of living in a
condo that is part of a development outfitted with HomNet technologies. In addition to creating a
more visible presence for HomNet as a product on the Web which in turn leads to a potential for
demand to be generated in all parts of the world, the current incarnation of the HomNet website
likely has some practical use for English-speaking users who live with HomNet as part of their
everyday lives. It would be fascinating to interview some of these people, if they do in fact exist as
a stable market for consumption of this product/set of products.
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2003; Buechner 2003).230 “The main purpose of the framework is to identify
market opportunities based on unmet or latent consumer needs” (IHA 2006b: 2).
The IHA‟s use of the ecosystem metaphor not only acknowledges the
interdependence of the three individual ecosystems studied, it also evokes the
environmental aspects of domestic technologies that have been coming to
prominence in recent years (see chapter eight below). This points to changes to
the networked home environment that will move the state of the art beyond the
networked home to something more akin to Thrift‟s local intelligence, which the
IHA calls „the networked lifestyle‟:
The emerging integrated network will give consumers
unprecedented, centralized access to desired products/services
across the three ecosystems. As part of this stage, referred to as
the Networked Lifestyle, our relationships with various
product/service providers will change dramatically. Our utility
companies, telephone service providers, cable companies, grocers,
and health care professionals will be more responsive and
accommodating than today (2006: 4).
The IHA paper also recognizes that the phases are not static or mutually
exclusive. It is fairly clear that the vision of the connected home put forth by the
IHA‟s ecosystem model has not been realized – the responsiveness of various
product and service providers is not quite where it might be, for example. I argue,
though, that the kinds of connections Figured between the home and the public
sphere do exist in the combination of people and things – including flows of
information – that connects the home network to broader networks based outside
of the home (see also Figure 7.1 above).
230

Crabtree et al. (2003) use „ecology‟ to describe the places of communication within the home,
while the Digital Home Working Group (DHWG 2003) uses the metaphor to discuss the digital
home.
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Two significant sets of documents appeared in the Research Library in
2006: the Connected Home Roadmap and the Pilot Projects. The CABA
Connected Home Roadmap (CHR 2006), prepared by Ipsos Reid, found that
Connected Home industry members consistently overestimated the extent to
which consumers are interested in and prepared for the Connected Home
concept, in part because of the differences between industry members and the
broader consumer base (CHR Snapshot 2006). Across all measures of online
behaviour (e.g. made a purchase, paid bills, downloaded media content),
industry members‟ rates of participation were consistently greater than
consumers‟ rates by at least 10% (downloaded bit torrent files) and sometimes
by as much as 36% (received e-bill) (CHR Snapshot 2006). Industry members
were also more likely to buy a new technology early („first to buy‟ or „wait a little‟)
than consumers, who preferred to wait until the technology was established or to
be amongst the last to buy. In many ways, then, the gap between Connected
Home industry members and potential consumers is very similar to the gap
between mid-twentieth century „ad men‟ and their presumed audience (see
chapters two and three above). The CHR also discovered two „paths‟ that lead to
the Connected Home: “solutions that make life easier, more comfortable, and are
cost effective” and “solutions that entertain or support 24/7 communication” (CHR
Snapshot 2006). In other words, comfort and convenience and media and
communication are drivers of the Connected Home.
The CHR demonstrates that the industry sees two ways to exploit the
existing consumer market to promote the dissemination of Connected Home
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equipment and components – via the home itself, by appealing to homeowners
(including retrofit applications); and second, the industry views technology as a
way forward in this market by exploiting current rates of technology use. In the
latter case, the Connected Home industry is clearly utilizing principles of
naturalization and MAYA (most advanced yet acceptable) to begin the process of
making consumers comfortable with new technologies in this area. There are two
sub-categories identified by CABA/Ipsos Reid in which technology already
permeates the home: by communications requirements presented by demands of
work, family and other „life‟ issues (“Active and tech-integrated consumers are
looking for 24/7 access to their homes, wherever they are and for whatever they
need. For these individuals the home is very much a docking station” {CHR
Summary Report 2006:6}), and by entertainment needs driven primarily by
younger members of the household.231
The Pilot Projects, conducted by the Internet Home Alliance, also
appeared in the CABA Research Library in 2006 and were designed to determine
market readiness for automated technologies in the home in three different broad
areas that indicated areas assumed by CABA members to exist in some form or
another (thus acknowledging to at least some degree the existence of
sedimented layers of technologies and skill sets): Energy Management, Mobile
Worker, and Mealtime. The Energy Management pilot “tested the effectiveness of
a next-generation energy management system. This system used the Internet as
a way for consumers to monitor and manage their energy use […]” (IHA

231

Several other kinds of domestic technology are identified by the IHA in their report on (training)
opportunities for service personnel. See, for example, Figure 7.3.
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Figure 7.3 (from IS 2004-46)
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2006a:1). Cost savings realized by curbing energy consumption in the home is
the primary motivation behind the participant satisfaction with this set of related
technologies.232
The Mobile Worker pilot aimed to “assess the appeal of a „third-place‟
among mobile and remote workers. More specifically, the associated pilot
research was designed to understand the site users‟ activities and level of
satisfaction with various facets of the installation as well as to characterize the
market opportunity for the concept” (IHA 2006c: 2). The pilot focused on
„Connection Court,‟ an IHA creation that included “laptops for public use, free
wired and WiFi Internet access, business TV programming, seating for working
with groups and individually, and a printer/copier, all in a space designed and
furnished to appeal to professionals” (IHA 2006c: 2). This idea has also been
explored by the wider business community, often as part of a strategy that
includes teleworking (see, for example, Castells 2000 and Brown and Duguid
2002). Both of these pilots were most interested in the profit-potential for the
technology suppliers.
The third of the pilots, Mealtime, acknowledges that
[t]he kitchen is the heart and soul of the home. It‟s often the hub for
family interaction, framed in the context of meal-preparation and
eating. Against this backdrop, home-based products and services
are beginning to converge around the Internet. This trend is wellestablished in the home office (where MP3 players, digital cameras
and gaming consoles are converging with PCs) and are beginning
to emerge in the den with the advent of Media Centre PCs, media
adapters and advanced set-top boxes (IHA 2006b:2, emphasis
added).

232

This set of issues is discussed further in chapter eight below.
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This pilot worked to create a „connected kitchen solution‟ that “allowed
participating consumers to use network-enabled appliances to simplify kitchen
and meal preparation tasks” (IHA 2006b: 2). Components included a refrigerated
range, a refrigerator with a web-tablet, an all-in-one entertainment centre
designed for the kitchen, a printer, and a web-enabled mobile phone. Participants
also had access to recipe lists, shopping lists, online grocery ordering, and a
family calendar. All components were networked together and were accessible
from outside the home via the provided mobile phone. The pilot found that this
concept “resonates with busy consumers” and that “ease-of-use is of paramount
importance in winning over harried consumers” (IHA 2006b:4), both of which
demonstrate that in „real-world‟ trials of networked home technologies, busy-ness
and temporal coordination continue to be key issues in the same kinds of ways
they were in earlier eras. Each of the areas of the pilots is seen by the IHA as a
potential site of home networking. Because of this, they are implicitly connected
already, before the technology exists or is in place to connect them more
concretely.
More recently, CABA‟s Internet Home Alliance Research Council (the
result of the IHA merging with CABA) conducted a Digital Kitchen Study. The
goal of the study was to “determine what consumer electronics and appliances
were already used in American kitchens, and which new products or services
homeowners want added to kitchens in the future” (Appliance June 2007: 16; see
also CABA News Release 2007). The survey showed that “the kitchen remains
the nerve centre of the house” and is used for many different kinds of household
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activities (eating, household management, entertainment) (Appliance June 2007:
16). While homeowners did not necessarily want a bigger kitchen, they did want
one that made better use of the space available, and which allowed for added
functionality such as an interactive digital calendar on a large screen that is
accessible from the kitchen or via the Internet. Other desired functions included,
significantly, an energy usage monitoring and control system “to watch energy
use by area of the home and by the appliance, and help identify where energy is
wasted in the home” (Appliance June 2007: 16), a home control station for
comfort and security applications, as well as a universal charging station for
mobile electronic devices and wireless Internet access. These desired functions
point to a user understanding of domestic tasks as manageable, worthy of
record-keeping, and perceived as work.
Regardless of the location, and as Mosco (2004) and others have pointed
out, reactions to new technologies tend to be both overly enthusiastic and
forgetful of similar promises made by earlier technologies. In the case of the
Networked Home, this is certainly true but, as some evidence is beginning to
demonstrate, aspects of older visions of networked spaces (such as the home)
are beginning to become reality. Thrift, for example, explains that there are six
“closely linked developments” which are “directly operating on the fabric of space
in order to produce environments that are full of machinic intelligence” (2005:
183; see also Dodge and Kitchin 2009). Contemporary incarnations of networked
homes, such as those articulated by CABA, LG, and others are examples of this
kind of environment. Indications of some of the developments identified by Thrift

285

(2005) are visible in the Internet era and, to a greater extent, in the Era of the
Networked Home. First, “the geography of computing is changing shape.” By
this, Thrift means that wireless and other Internet technologies are permitting
computing to move away from stable, centralized locations, and this means that
users may now also become more mobile. “Computing can then become a part
of everyday environments since there are no longer any restrictions on where
computing devices can be located. This is the advent of „ubiquitous‟, „pervasive‟,
or „everywhere‟ computing” (Thrift 2005: 183).233
Second, this also means that computing will become more and more
context dependent. GPS transceivers and similar technologies will make devices
more location-aware, and more aware of where they are in relation to users and
to other devices, “and so able to interact and communicate with and adapt to
users and other devices” (Thrift 2005: 184). Third, the time of computing is
changing, according to Thrift, and will become an ever-present part of everyday
life: “Computing will become a constant „cloud‟ of activity” (Thrift 2005: 184).
Fourth, the devices used for computing are changing: “Through the advent of
„soft‟ computing based on algorithms that have a capacity to „learn‟ and more
user-friendly interfaces, computing is becoming adapted to and modulated by the
user. It will increasingly second guess the user, become a part of how they
decide to decide” (Thrift 2005: 184). Fifth, computing will come to be seen as a
part of many different kinds of task rather than as a separate task. Thrift argues
that it will be increasingly assumed that “the user will be doing something else at
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CABA member organizations recognize this point as well: Plextal argues that “The Internet is
spreading like a „Cloud‟ enveloping the globe” (2006: 2).

286

the same time as doing computing” (2005: 184). This is similar to theories of
consumption that point to the significance of routinization as a process by which
the consumption of a thing recedes as users carry out tasks requiring the
products involved (Illmonen 2004; see also chapter two above). Thrift uses the
example of wearables to illustrate the point that the computing device will
function in this instance “to augment rather than to monopolize attention” (Thrift
2005: 184). Finally, computing is, according to Thrift, becoming increasingly more
connective: “The purpose of computing devices is increasingly to communicate
not just with the user (through better interfaces like wearables) but with other
devices. Thus computing becomes a communication system in which more and
more of the communication will be interdevice” (Thrift 2005: 184).234 Some of
these characteristics are clearly visible in both the CABA and LG visions of the
networked home, such as the image from DSLHome shown in Figure 7.4.

Networks, Interoperability, and Platforms

The „network‟ is an important metaphor in the CABA literature, one that is
frequently used to talk about the ways in which various components within and
beyond the home are connected. These tend, however, to be quite technical.
DSLHome, for example, places DSL (Internet) access at the centre of the
networked home, and provides this definition of a home network: “a group of
234

Communication with the manufacturer of the product should also be acknowledged.
Allmendinger and Lombreglia point out that, from the perspective of the manufacturer,
communication with in situ devices is invaluable: “A device that can report back to its maker on its
status and usage represents the foundation for much richer and longer-term customer
relationships” (2006: 10).
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computers, printers, scanners, video set top boxes, home appliances, game
consoles or other devices connected together inside a home. This network
enables these devices to share a broadband connection, share information and
communicate with each other” (2005: 4; see also Figure 7.4).235 The inclusion of
appliances is significant, as is the emphasis on communications inside the
house. Although there is a broadband connection shared by components in the
house, communication with networks beyond the home (or with people and
things that are part of the home network but travel outside the house, such as
vehicles and residents equipped with mobile phones) is not even mentioned in
the DSLHome (2005) report. It seems, then, as if the broadband connection is
the platform on which the network is able to operate without exploiting the
external potential for communications.236 Broadband as the choice for this
platform may be due to users‟ familiarity with Internet connectivity and its
presence in many homes (as well as its potential for expandability), 237 as
opposed to less prevalent or newer connectivity-building platforms such as radio
frequency (RF). Another issue is that wireless connectivity that is also built on
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Only a few years before, another CABA Information Series paper (ITAA 2002) focused on the
barriers to the diffusion of broadband, citing cost to consumers and the lack of a compelling
reason to make the switch to broadband. The same report also notes that “History suggests that
the adoption periods for important technology products and services have dropped sharply over
time. Electricity, for instance, took 48 years to reach 30 percent of Americans, the telephone 36
years, television 17 years and the Internet seven years” (ITAA 2002: 9). This gives some
indication of the challenges of keeping up with the diffusion of new technologies (and information
about new technologies) in the era of the Networked Home. In 2007, Appliance , an industry trade
publication, projected that global broadband Internet diffusion would reach nearly half a billion by
2012 (Appliance April 2007: 14).
236
Positively Broadband‟s report on broadband and work argued that the broadband could be “a
formidable e-work enabler by better approximating the performance speed of a corporate
network, and, as a result, make working at an off-site location more like working on an on-site
location” (2002: 3). In the case of home as work space, this would indicate a connection to the
world of work.
237
But see Thompson (2010) on the coming shortage of Internet addresses.
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Figure 7.4 (from IS 2005-04)
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to Internet connectivity and that may require some wired areas to completely
network the home is not addressed (see Marsan 2004).
Another conception of this kind of (technical) network, once fully integrated
into the building, is as a utility like water, electricity, and heat, as a report by
Cisco (2006) points out in the context of landlords providing this kind of
connectivity to attract potential tenants.238 A key component of this version of the
technology-laden home is Internet connectivity – “pervasive Internet” according
to Harbor Research Inc.‟s (2005) report, “Connecting to Your Future: The
Networking of Every Manufactured Thing” (Figure 7.2 above). Given the pace of
change and innovation in the area of ICTs and networking technologies, it may
turn out that mobile communications technologies will play an equally important
role in creating fully functional technological home environments. In other words,
end-to-end or pervasive Internet has not yet connected everything.
A networked home is pointless if it is not connected to broader externallybased networks, either by technical links to telecommunications or other systems
directly, or by the personal area networks (Rheingold 2002; Thrift 2005) of the
inhabitants of the home, who move between the private sphere of the home and
the public sphere beyond it. Bull (2005) argues that users of mobile personal
stereo equipment create bubbles of personal space in public environments;
mobile ICT use creates similar shifts of time and space where connections to the
home are involved (see Rice 2008). That is, mobile ICTs allow for connections to
not only other residents of a domestic space but also to ICT-enabled non-human
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LG also notes the mutually beneficial nature of a networked home for both residents and
developers/landlords („Advantages‟ 2006).
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components of that domestic space. Remote control and automation become
possible in ways that are simply not possible without the presence of
technologies connected by Internet and mobile connectivity. Part of what makes
this a feasible way of doing things is the presence of „end-to-end‟ or ubiquitous
broadband access (including on transatlantic aircraft {Schwartz and Schafer
2003}, which points to both the significance of in-between spaces and greater
global mobility and movement) and the extensive mobile phone network
coverage that is increasingly present in even small urban environments.
It is also essential to point out that each of these networks includes
components that permanently exist at least partially beyond the walls of the
home, such as digital communications networks, and which, while an extension
of

previous

relationships

between

the

home

and

externally-based

communications networks (the postal system, telephony), also mark a subtle shift
to a less place-based interaction between the two.239 In the case of written
communication, for example, the postal system relies on particular combinations
of fixed locations (sorting depots and locations for delivery, for example) and
mobile components (delivery people, trucks, aircraft, and the mail itself). A piece
of mail is sent from one location, is routed via various transportation
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Like the LG HomNet emphasis on community, some models in the CABA Library also include
a similar feature in their visions of a networked home. The Plextel Corporation (2006), for
example, posits a model where the community owns the fibre network connection equipment.
Nowak (2008) suggests that something like this may be possible or imminent in Canada as
homeowners may be able to own the lines that enter their homes in response to Internet
providers like Bell limiting the speeds with which residential customers can download and upload
information. The difference between the two lies in the vision of what „community‟ is for. In the
case of LG, it means social life and well-being, whereas for Plextel, communal ownership of
infrastructure is implied. These are two very different things, indeed.
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mechanisms, and is eventually physically delivered to another location. A „piece‟
of electronic mail, though, does not require either the sender or the receiver to be
in a particular location to carry out these functions, especially if the assumption
about the ubiquity of mobile handheld devices present in the LG and CABA
materials is to be taken seriously. What this means in terms of the networked
home is not that geography will become unimportant or that time will be saved
through the use of these technologies, but rather the importance of being in a
particular place at a particular time to complete a particular activity diminishes as
mobile digital communications enable the shifting of these functions between, for
example, home, work, and in-between spaces.
Part of the difficulty of establishing a networked home, which is comprised
of many different components, is the way in which the various components are
connected. In the Internet era, branded suites of appliances such as GE‟s began
to suggest that groups of appliances produced by a single manufacturer
functioned better together. In cases such as LG‟s, where components are all
produced by the same corporation (or by organizations controlled or overseen by
a parent corporation), the coherence and functionality of the platform is virtually
guaranteed due to the potential for integration from the point of a product‟s
research and development phase.240 Both branding and the functional integration
of appliances, then, represent forms of convergence that rely on a sense of unity
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LG has, in fact, developed a new software protocol – LnCR, which allows Internet-aware
appliances such as those that are part of HomNet “to use the existing electrical wires in your
home to talk to one another” – to ensure that the various components of HomNet may just be
plugged in (Allbritton 2004: n.p.). A problem with this (or benefit, from LG‟s point of view) is that
“consumers must buy a complete LG appliance suite to get the full benefits” of the system
(Allbritton 2004: n.p.).
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and cohesion being created in consumers‟ understanding of products and suites
technologies.
Wireless transceiver systems such as Bluetooth (commonly found in
mobile phone applications) that allow fast interaction as well as “new interfaces
using embodied conversational agents that are both richer and more specific in
their operation” are enabling the development of intelligent environments (Thrift
2005:184) and are important connection-building platforms for the networked
home. Thus, “users will increasingly be encapsulated in layer upon layer of more
and more active computing power, able to mobilize their own „personal area
networks‟ via a „roaming Internet‟” (Thrift 2005: 184; see also Rheingold 2002).
Harbor Research notes that this has value for businesses as well:
The answer lies in the growth of the Pervasive Internet – the use of
the Internet to network billions of devices and products that require
no human attention or intervention. These devices will generate
trillions of data points every day. The capturing, warehousing, and
interpretation of these data points, and their translation into
actionable business intelligence will be the essence of the next era
of the Information Age (2003: 2).
The amount of data produced by and about the home and its residents has
implications for both the management of that data in the home itself as a part of
the network, as well as for issues of communication between the home and the
other spaces connected to it by pervasive Internet.241
In all models of the LG HomNet system, the connections between the
various involved entities appear to be based on Ethernet connectivity („Premium‟

241

The surveillance and privacy implications of the accumulation of this kind of data are also at
issue.
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2006; Figure 7.5), which runs between all of the entities within the domestic
space, connects up to „community common section‟ equipment and services
(parking, iris scanning at the front door, healthcare, security personnel, remote
meter reading, and unstaffed home deliveries), and beyond to the Internet,
mobile phone, and PC-based connectivity. Rather than a web-like network,
however, this network is shown to be more tree-like, with all branches coming
from the main Ethernet connection „trunk‟. In addition, although the presence of
humans to use these technologies is suggested or assumed throughout the
website materials, in these graphic depictions of what HomNet looks like, human
resident/users are nowhere to be seen. This visual model does, however,
demonstrate that the „community‟ is an important part of setting up HomNet in a
building, in that it relies on common services that might be provided by a
concierge or condo staff, includes facilities to monitor CCTV of the community
and to access information about local shops and weather.242 It also illustrates
that this suite of technologies, although controlled by a user-interface tablet
device, is meant to blend into the background of life at home, to make it more
comfortable, convenient, and safe, and to provide access to the home
environment as a whole from a remote location rather than isolated or individual
capacities such as an answering machine or a thermostat control. In most of the
HomNet materials, the kinds of connections with extra-domestic networks that
are featured assume an urban location for the domestic space. In the
„Deployment‟ section of the website, for example, all of the developments appear
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This harks back to the cooperative communities and political goals that characterized
„alternative‟ housing schemes in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. See Hayden 1989.
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Figure 7.5 (LG‟s Premium HomNet)
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to be of the high-rise condominium variety. There are no detached single-family
suburban homes in the currently deployed HomNet.243
In North America, CABA‟s interest in and response to automated or
networked homes is, by definition of the composition of the organization,
fragmented by the team efforts of the various companies and research subcouncils involved. The kind of unified implementation via Ethernet or a
proprietary platform that characterizes the LG approach to the automated home
is simply not present with the approaches taken by the various research councils
under CABA‟s banner. One response to the lack of agreement on operating
platforms in North America has been to create „Web services‟:
To address the overall challenge of integrating systems and
applications, the computing industry has converged on a set of
standards-based protocols. Known as Web services, this collected
set of protocols and standards provides a common method for
programmatic interactions among applications, services and
devices. Web services are revolutionizing how software interacts,
without regard to how the applications were built or the platform on
which they run. […]
Unlike many other approaches to integration, Web services connect
devices simply by agreeing on message format, rather than forcing
disparate devices to run identical software (Microsoft 2004: 1).
It should be noted, however that this report assumes a home network where the
three most frequent uses were to: share an Internet connection, send files to a
network-accessible printer, and share files between PCs (Microsoft 2004). While
this demonstrates the workplace-inspired nature of some North American
manifestations of the home network, it does not address the communication
issues between disparate network elements in a network that includes
243

Although the PR films found on LG‟s website show HomNet being implemented in this context.
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appliances and telephony applications.244 Harbor Research‟s (2003) White Paper
on core networks, however, does address some of these concerns, as is
illustrated in Figure 7.6.
Convergence as a connection is present in the CABA materials as well.
Katz et al. provide this formula for domestic environments: “Computers +
Broadband Access + Home Networking = Convergence” (2004: 2). They argue
that “while most observers have been looking for a killer app to usher in
convergence, the killer connection is emerging as the key to the true
convergence of computing, networking, and home entertainment” (Katz et al.
2004: 1). A white paper by the Digital Home Working Group explained an
alternative perspective on convergence:
In the new digital media world, CE [consumer electronics], mobile,
and PC devices will seamlessly interact with each other to
cooperatively enhance the consumer experience. In the past,
convergence has been the popular term used in the industry for the
joining of these worlds. However, consumers generally don‟t want
these devices to merge together in functionality – they just want
them to work better together (2003: 1).245
The argument here is that industry collaboration, standards-based interoperability
frameworks, and compelling products are the keys to “deliver[ing] on
interoperability in the digital home” (Digital Home Working Group 2003: 3). The
networked home works, then, to some extent, on a principle associated with
changes in Internet technologies elsewhere, such as „Web 2.0‟: “innovation in
assembly”, that is “when commodity components are abundant, you can create
244

Interoperability and device communication appears to be a challenge for the non-residential
automated building industry as well (e.g. IIBC Building Protocol Task Force 2002).
245
The concern about the interoperability of consumer electronics has not been addressed, as
Somheil (2007) points out in his review of the 2007 Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas.
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Figure 7.6 (from IS 2003-24)
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value simply by assembling them in novel or effective ways” (O‟Reilly 2005: n.p.).
Changes in building practices and visions for the future of the industry are also
shaped by the possibilities for control, management, and energy efficiency
enabled by Internet connectivity, or what Budiardjo (2007) calls „Buildings 2.0‟.
The design of the user interfaces of home networks have been given
some consideration in the CABA literature, particularly as it is generally
understood to be a key part of both the marketability and usability of the system.
Wimsatt, for example, explains that “the goal is to humanize the complex
environment that is growing in the home. The more human the approach to
design the more accepted the solution becomes. The more accepted the solution
the greater the usage, utility and ultimately value” (2002: 2). Toward this end,
[t]he thoughts that should be driving the designers‟ work should be
centred on three concepts: predictable, engaging and informative.
A predicable interface lets the end user understand what to expect
from the device. An engaging interface draws the user into the
device and invites them to explore the many features present. An
informative interface provides easily understood context for the
features that are presented. All three design considerations must
be carefully adhered to from conceptual design to production
(Wimsatt 2002:3).
Thus, designers should not consider their jobs to be done once the consumer
has purchased and installed the system, but that they must be further induced to
actually use the technology.
The invisibility of technologies, especially ICTs, is also a significant design
aspect of „smart‟ environments as they literally disappear into, for example,
domestic appliances. Hjelm points out that this is not unproblematic and that the
„double invisibility‟ it produces as both the technology in the environment and the
299

effects they cause become invisible “appears as a way to normalize, naturalize
and reify computer and information technology,” which she points out is a “highly
complex and problematic” practice (2001: n.p.). In this way, then, the design of
ICTs in home environments can function much like myth functions to depoliticize
speech: by naturalizing, normalizing, and making invisible the dominant interests
represented in the ICTs production and physical form, these interests and origins
become unquestionable, taken granted, and further act as agents of social
control to the extent that they help to configure users, even though these efforts
at configuration are not always successful.
A significant instance of this invisibility is the location of the home
networking hub or gateway, which might disappear into another household
appliance or might stand alone but inconspicuous. Where the „hub‟ of the home
network should be located has generated a great deal of debate. While LG
explicitly locates the hub at the fridge in the kitchen because “it is the only
machine that is turned on 24 hours a day” (LG CEO Soon Hwang Kwan in Wahl
2003: n.p.), others have argued for set-top boxes, a more diffused wireless
network, as in much of the CABA material, or on the promise of HDTV to be the
gateway for the Internet into the home (Plextal 2006). Whatever the „gateway‟ or
„hub,‟246 the invisibility of the connections between various actants in the
domestic environment is significant not only because it is an instance of the
physical convergence of technologies but also because it raises questions and
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Two models of home networks and smart environments that illustrate the role of the hub or
gateway are shown in Figures 7.7 and 7.8.
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Figure 7.7 (from Gupta 2002)
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Figure 7.8 (from Das and Cook 2004)
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concerns about the extent to which the function (or perceived function) of the
domestic technology expands or is normalized to include ICTs.

Smart vs. Intelligent Domestic Spaces

The idea of the „smart‟ home has been present in North America since at
least the 1960s (Aldrich 2003).247 Heckman explains that the „smart‟ home has to
position itself as concerned simultaneously with normalization and ideas of
continuity in domestic life as well as with ideas of „revolutionary‟ technology and
novelty more generally:
Bound up in a dialectic which pits the future against the past, the
narratives which have historically been used to sell smart homes
are positioned in an uneasy rhetorical position. In general,
advertising narratives tend to offer consumers access to things that
are lacking, inviting people to improve their lives through
commodities. The paradox of the smart home is that these
improvements are to be both spectacular and comforting. They
must embody a compelling new way of doing ordinary things – from
washing clothes to doing the shopping, from mowing the lawn to
watching TV, the key is to preserve the ordinary but to modify it in
an interesting way. […] the development of this idea has been
subject to changes and negotiations as the moment of its
technological realization approaches. The more radical notions of
space age technologies are replaced by traditional notions of living
with technologies that, in the end, are rather mundane and
ordinary. In order to make these innovations commonplace, they
must be commonplace (2004: 16-17).
The smart house, then, is similar to other new technologies that are introduced in
promotional materials for the home environment, and which have been discussed
247

LG‟s HomNet has only been on the networked home horizon since about 2002. Some earlier
innovations, such as the development of the Internet fridge in 2000, did contribute to the HomNet
concept but the full concept was not available until somewhere around 2006 („Deployment Cases‟
2006).
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in chapters four, five, and six above – they must be at once novel and
unthreatening to the prevailing models of domestic life in order to be successfully
incorporated into home life. In short, they must be normalized and domesticated,
at which point they will form a sedimented layer of technology upon which novel
innovations might be introduced.
The „smart‟, „intelligent‟, or „networked‟ home is one in which applications
are connected to one another within the home and that has been connected by
information and communications networks to the world beyond the front door
(e.g. Das and Cook 2004: 9).248

Ubiquitous computing in the home is one

offshoot of this idea and could lead to domestic environments that are capable of
learning and anticipating users‟ needs in addition to following their instructions. 249
For the purposes of the present discussion of what domestic spaces will be like
in the future, it is important to make a distinction between smart and intelligent
networked homes. The home networks under examination here are not primarily
concerned with the artificially intelligent characteristics of the very utopian visions
248

Some of the elements incorporated in the latest versions of the smart house are different than
those in earlier versions: where early smart homes were built almost exclusively by electronics
enthusiasts or environmentalists, more recent versions have also worked on some environmental
principles, as well as principles like convenience, comfort, and control (see Shove 2003). ICTs
have also become an essential part of smart homes. In earlier incarnations, communications
technologies may have enabled communication between elements in the house; Internet and
mobile ICTs connect the contemporary networked home to points outside of the house in ways
that would have been difficult if not impossible with only landline telephone technology.
249
What happens, though, to users once their surroundings become intelligent? Like „unwired‟
environments, they will be understood as „dumb‟, argues Andrejevic, and will require electronic
helpers to interact with the intelligent networked environment:
From the perspective of these emergent forms of ambient intelligence, unwired
humans will come across as singularly unintelligent, non-conversant and
incomprehensible. Once the external world becomes wired – overlaid with an
interactive interface – the individual moving through it will need to be equipped
with devices that can interact with a „smart‟ world, even if he or she remains
oblivious to the myriad electronic conversations taking place around him or her
(2005: 102).
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of the intelligent home, where the home itself has a sort of „personality‟ and will
converse with the user. CABA and LG materials both feature home networks that
are „smart‟ rather than „intelligent‟ – that is, they are obedient rather than
anticipatory. Ross argues that “smartness is intelligence that is cost-efficient,
planner-responsible, user-friendly, and unerringly obedient to its programmer’s
designs” (1994: 331, emphasis added). As noted in chapters two and three
above, however, users always use technologies (as all things) in ways
unanticipated by the designer. Whether obedience or predictive functioning is
desired by users is the object of much debate in the automated building
literature.
The contributors to the CABA Information Series do not necessarily agree
on this distinction between „smart‟ and „intelligent‟. Das and Cook, for example,
include “the ability to autonomously acquire and apply knowledge” in their
definition, which also uses „smart‟ and „intelligent‟ interchangeably (2004: 10).
The usefulness of an „intelligent‟ house, capable of predicting, reasoning and
adapting to the inhabitants, is that it may better “maximize the comfort of its
inhabitants while minimizing the cost of running the home” as in the MavHome
Smart Home at the University of Texas at Arlington (Das and Cook 2004: 10). In
the cases of the networked homes examined here, users are presumed to want a
home that will obey their instructions as much as manufacturers want a network
that will function efficiently and to the users‟ satisfaction.
Do networked homes such as those articulated by CABA and LG
constitute „smart‟ homes? Indeed, they could be considered „smart‟ in that they
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allow enhanced capability and control, and extend the reach of users beyond the
walls of the home, but are more intelligent than „smart‟ in that they can make
decisions about many kinds of household issues. The distinction between smart
as obedient and smart as capable of reacting to unforeseen and unfamiliar
circumstances independent of resident-users holds, then, and is important
because LG‟s HomNet and the various ideas of the networked home present in
the CABA materials are both examples of the former. This is also a key idea
because it means that each has retained the human resident-user as an integral
component of the networked home. It might also be surmised that humans in
other capacities (repair- and delivery-persons, for example) are also assumed to
be parts of this network.
In the CABA literature the language of the „smart‟ environment is
employed to talk about environments that are „technologized‟. Das and Cook put
together their definition of „smart‟ with the one used more frequently in academic
literature (e.g. Harper 2003) to discuss „intelligent‟ technologies: “one that is able
to acquire and apply knowledge about an environment and also to adapt to its
inhabitants in order to improve their experience in that environment” (2004: n.p.).
This definition also seems to be similar to the one used to guide LG‟s
development of networked domestic technologies. But Das and Cook‟s (2004)
definition is vague – how is knowledge acquired? How are humans‟ experiences
improved? What does it mean to „adapt‟? Because of this vagueness, their
explanation of what is included in smart environments is helpful:
Important features of smart environments are that they possess a
degree of autonomy, adapt themselves to changing environments
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and communicate with humans in a natural way. Intelligent
automation can reduce the amount of interaction required by the
inhabitants, as well as reducing utility consumption and other
potential wastages. These capabilities can also be used to provide
important features such as detection of unusual behaviours for
health monitoring and home security, for example (Das and Cook:
2004: n.p.).
This type of connected environment seems to include ICT links to the world
beyond the home but it does not appear that the current state of the networked
home is yet at the point predicted by Wimberley: “Disconnected islands of
automation are going to become a thing of the past as consumers demand better
integration and new technologies make it easier to tie everything together” (2001:
1).
„Digital‟ spaces, like „smart‟ ones, are physical environments that have
been outfitted with technologies of various sorts. In a paper on the „digital home‟,
Greeson points out that “most consumers don‟t know precisely what „digital‟
means but they strongly associate the term with more expensive products and
services that have little unique value but may offer incremental improvement over
preceding technologies (in this case, analog)” (Greeson 2005: 2). According to
Greeson a digital home is one “that is enabled to enjoy a variety of digitallyenabled applications, whether that be music, movies, telephone service, home
control, or home security” (2005: 2). This, then, is a slightly different
understanding than the smart or intelligent environment discussed above, and in
some ways, the digital environment can be considered a pared-down version of
the smart/intelligent home environment.
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„Home controls‟ is another way of phrasing the automation focus of many
domestic network technologies. This area of the literature is heavily technical;
that is, specifications and engineering vocabulary dominate, but some of the
entries are surprisingly illuminating. Bryant and Rose, for example, chart a brief
history of home controls, as well as some important themes in the field as a
whole, such as the growing prevalence of Internet use and energy efficiency
(sparked by what they call an “energy crisis in California” {2001: 1}) as well as
technical innovations in the components that help to create home networks. 250
Security concerns form a significant part of the drive to create a controllable
home, and models of this kind of networked domestic space usually include
several security features, including video cameras to view the front door and
back yard, alarm systems, sensors, and remote control of the whole system.
Suites of connected appliances have also formed a part of the CABA‟s interest in
automated or networked homes, as is demonstrated in the CHR and Pilot
Projects discussed above.251
There are also at least three different kinds of networked home focused on
by CABA: those that are entirely composed of entertainment components, those
that are concerned with security and control, and those that look toward
networked suites of domestic appliances. A substantial area of focus for the
CABA materials is entertainment in domestic spaces. A 2002 Parks Associates
white paper (Scherf 2002) explains “The Emergence and Growth of
250

Environmental concerns also come into play in considerations of telework as part of the home
environment that might be controlled via these technologies (Positively Broadband Campaign
2002). See chapter eight below for more on this topic.
251
And as is demonstrated in the early version of an automated home sketched in Figure 7.9
(McKinley 1993).
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Figure 7.9 (from McKinley 1993)
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Entertainment-centric Home Networks.” Home networks in this sense are not just
entertainment-centric

but

are

also

comprised

entirely

of

entertainment

components for uses such as music, television, radio, or inter-room
communications.252 In some cases, „mobile‟ technologies like video and still
cameras are included (e.g. Katz et al. 2004).
CABA and LG are by no means alone in their development of networked
homes. Electrolux, for example, claiming to be “Europe‟s first commerciallyavailable intelligent home,” built a networked home around the Screenfridge and
have tested its usability and appeal in pilot projects in Northern Europe
(Electrolux Press Release 2000; see also Latta 2001).253 Academic field trials
have also been conducted using Electrolux‟s Screenfridge (e.g. Klamer 2002).
Echikson points out that “Electrolux has reason to believe Europeans will be
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Parks Associates point out, however, that “many homes will contain entertainment-centric
devices that may not necessarily be entertainment networks in and of themselves” (2002: 1). This
is a useful point to keep in mind – most of the variations of home networking discussed in this
dissertation include some entertainment equipment and applications as well as control and
convenience equipment and applications. Because of the extremely technical nature of this
network, the entertainment-centric home network will not be focused upon in this dissertation,
despite the fact that some recent incarnations of this kind of network sometimes do include
Internet capabilities.
253
Recalling Lally‟s (2002) argument that computer technologies both attract and repel certain
kinds of other objects in the home in the process of their becoming domesticated, there has been
quite a bit of popular attention drawn to the place of the fridge magnet in the „new kitchen order‟
that arises from the adoption of fridges that are also electronic ICTs. Kong writes that “The
kitchen has always been the hub of the home. It‟s where you eat, cook and socialize. There‟s one
little thing that keeps all the communication in the kitchen organized. The fridge magnet. Simple
little way to manage messages, shopping lists and reminders. But this may become obsolete
thanks to a new generation of kitchen appliances. Check out the Screenfridge by Electrolux. […]”
(1999: n.p.). Kroeker notes that LG‟s Internet fridge isn‟t magnetic, which means the demise of
the fridge magnet. She is unimpressed by the promises of the fridge to organize one‟s life and
one‟s family‟s schedule (“But the old-style fridge can organize your life. All you need is a
collection of magnets” {2004: n.p.}), and argues that the non-magnetic fridge actually creates
disorganization, particularly in households with children as „fridge art‟ and other items formerly
housed on the fridge begin to migrate around the kitchen and around the house. She points out
that “for the bites and mega-whatevers that the $12,000 or so fridge offers, where do the little
pieces of one‟s life go? Where do the little love notes from your children go? The raffle tickets?
The fortune from a lucky fortune cookie? The photos that made you smile? The stuff inside the
fridge may be life sustaining, but so is the stuff stuck on the door” (Kroeker 2004: n.p.).
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more receptive than Americans to Internet-linked home appliances. One reason
is, quite simply, living space” (2001: n.p.). In other words, the space that
Americans have for multiple PCs in their homes is simply not present in
European homes, which are of a smaller average size than North American
homes, and so space-saving options – including major appliances with Internet
accessibility – are thought to be more attractive. This is also why, like the IHA
pilot studies, remote accessibility is built in (BBC 1999).
In addition to issues of physical housing stock, there are some distinct
differences between European visions of the networked home and those
prevalent in North America (and especially in the United States) and South
Korea.254 Latta provides a good overview of these, the most significant of which
for the current argument is that, in the US, “[h]ome networking is an extension of
work networking. That is, linking multiple PCs in the home on a network which is
a LAN. The baseline application is file and print sharing”, and that “the home
networking market is technology centric not home user centric,” whereas in
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Other organizations outside of these nations have also developed networked home
prototypes. Matsushita of Japan, for example, has also created a networked home vision. It,
however, puts the centre of the network at a gateway station, and incorporates many different
health checking and maintenance applications such as a „smart‟ toilet, as well as networked
appliances and security applications (Williams 2001). Through its Panasonic brand, Matsushita
has also created at the Panasonic Centres in Tokyo and Osaka the „Ubiquitous Network
Showcase‟, a large floor display “designed to give people a real sense of just what they have to
look forward to compliments of the ubiquitous network society” (Panasonic 2005a: n.p.) and
claims that “when networking becomes ubiquitous throughout society in the near future, people
will easily be able to get information or services anytime, anywhere” (Panasonic 2005b: n.p.). At
the National Centre in Tokyo, Matsushita has created the „Dream Homes for Today‟ floor, which
breaks down the dream home vision by „scenes‟, which include design, interpersonal, home
networking and security considerations (Matsushita 2005a: n.p.; Figure 7.6). The home
networking „scene‟, for example, includes references to connections within the home to “various
home equipment” as well as to remote functions such as being alerted by mobile phone to the
presence of an intruder while one is away from the house, or being alerted by email when
children arrive home and unlock the front door (Matsushita 2005b). The language employed here
is of convenience, ease of use, and safety/security.
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Europe the perspective is that “home networking is about bringing value to the
home and consumers in it. Technology is not the issue” (2001: n.p., emphasis
added). Latta also notes that the approach taken to studying the value of home
networks varies as well: European development patterns favour “experimenting
with actual systems in homes” because “real life trials are very important to learn
about consumer use and preference patterns” (2001: n.p.; see also Woolgar
1991 on context and usability trials). The „social agenda‟ (e.g. care for elderly) is
more important in Europe than in the US, which makes the European perspective
closer to that evident in LG‟s HomNet than to the model most prevalent in North
American developments (Latta 2001). Latta (2001) points out that the issues
surrounding interoperability present in the US, i.e. that there is competition and
disagreement about how to establish standards and what they should be, are not
present in Europe, where a much more cooperative view of standards creation
prevails.

Convergence and Competences

The networked homes actively (if imaginatively) constructed by CABA and
LG (as well as by Electrolux, Matsushita and others) are, as are all sociotechnical entities of the kind discussed throughout this dissertation, inclusive of
particular kinds of built-in assumptions about what users know and scripts
attempting to determine what they will do with the technology. They are also
about what kinds of technologies will already be in place in domestic
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environments and personal area networks for these new configurations to build
upon, and (what makes these different than the kinds of visions of how life should
be that were included in the GH and HB materials) subtle messages about what
kinds of changes must and will occur in order for these networked homes to
come into being. These visions are different than those demonstrated in the
magazines in at least one key respect: readers are not yet capable of identifying
the truth or falsehood of the myths that accompany the calling into being of the
visions of the networked home articulated by both CABA and LG (see Mosco,
2004). Whereas an examination of previous eras yields a clear picture of both
what domestic life was meant to be like and what it should look like with the
inclusion of new technologies in the socio-technical network that surrounds and
includes the home to greater and greater degrees, any interrogation of these new
ideas of the networked home from the current moment will necessarily be
missing a sense of what happened after the technologies were introduced,
normalized, and eventually taken for granted (or not, since failure of these ideas
is not something that can be predicted, nor can adoption of them for uses that
differ from those presumed by designers, as, for example, the microwave oven
was {see Wajcman 2004}). Similarly, any clear identification of the social
philosophies at work in these materials is impossible without the kind of distance
that comes with the examination of materials from earlier time periods.
It is clear, however, that built into the ideas of domestic environments
evident in the CABA and LG materials are several assumptions about the kinds
of technologies that will be co-present and how they will be used. For example, it
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is clear that both organizations expect an even greater diffusion of handheld
devices, such the BlackBerry or iPhone, that are capable of performing several
different kinds of functions that include not only mobile telephony and computing,
but also the reception of live images from home security systems.255 That these
devices will be full members of the home network is clear in illustrations of what
these networks can and will include, such as those pictured in this chapter‟s
figures. The implication here is that residents will require these kinds of mobile
devices because they will be frequently away from the domestic environment
either for extended periods (the workday, for example) or at key moments when
control of some aspect of the home must be managed remotely (accepting or
refusing a delivery, for instance). Within the home, these kinds of mobile devices
are also seen to be useful, as they – in combination with Ethernet, Bluetooth, or a
similar control platform – might function as controls for various facets of the home
(climate control, lighting, security, entertainment).
LG also builds in control of its HomNet to domestic surfaces (the bathroom
mirror, for example), which indicates that there is a counter assumption to the
idea that users will be frequently absent from domestic spaces: users will in fact
be present in the home on a regular basis and they will require control of the
network from all areas of that space without having to be concerned about
carrying around some sort of device. This is much closer to some ideas of the
smart home that include ubiquitous computing but wherein the user interface has
255

Smith (2010), for the Pew Research Center‟s Internet and American Life Project, reports that
the use of mobile devices for non-voice use has grown dramatically since 2009. The rapid growth
in this area, combined with the enthusiastic embrace of wireless telephony and mobile Internet
use by people under age 30 suggests that CABA might not be far off the mark with this
expectation.
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receded into the literal and figurative woodwork to such an extent that surfaces
are also interfaces.
There is also a sense in which different kinds of space might overlap and
potentially become intricately enmeshed in an updated form of spatial
convergence. de Souza e Silva explains that “users do not perceive physical and
digital spaces as separate entities and do not have the feeling of „entering‟ the
Internet, or being immersed in digital spaces, as was generally the case when
one needed to sit down in front of a computer and dial a connection” (2006: 263).
Clearly, then, this kind of relationship with or action in digital space, like that
enabled with Internet connectivity or some other form of network sensibility, like
LG‟s HomNet, is a different kind than it might have been imagined even twenty
years ago when Gibson coined the term „cyberspace‟ (1984). de Souza e Silva
calls this kind of space „hybrid‟ and argues that it “is a conceptual space created
by the merging of borders between physical and digital spaces, because of the
use of mobile technologies as social devices. Nevertheless, a hybrid space is not
constructed by technology. It is built by the connection of mobility and
communication and materialized by social networks developed simultaneously in
physical and digital spaces” (2006: 265-266). In other words, “the borders
between digital and physical spaces, which were apparently clear with the fixed
Internet, become blurred and no longer clearly distinguishable” (de Souza e Silva
2006: 264) and are simultaneously created in physical and digital spaces by the
social actions of the involved parties.256

256

In general, de Souza e Silva‟s (2006) understanding of „network‟ is similar to Castells‟ (2000 –
see chapter two above) and so is perhaps too technical on its own, but expanded, de Souza e
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Similar assumptions about the skill sets of the residents are also made by
LG. Being comfortable with mobile technologies (the in-dash displays in cars,
mobile phones, and remote controls, for example) is certainly the most obvious,
but upon closer consideration, it is also clear that none of the residents of the
domestic spaces shown are assumed to have cooking, cleaning, or maintenance
skills that have typically been assumed of women and especially housewives in
North American advertising since at least the middle part of the twentieth century.
For reasons of time stress (which is not evident in many of the LG materials),
lack of motivation, lack of knowledge, or some other explanation, nearly all
household tasks are seen to be delegated to the various HomNet devices or
associated entities (parking garage management, for example) in the PR films on
the HomNet website, for example, and all users appear to be calm, relaxed and
comfortable with this state of affairs. This is in clear contrast to the more North
American visions, in which time stress is generally at least implied if not made
explicit.257

Silva‟s article contributes to the discussion here by its articulation of the cross-cultural
understanding and use of digital spaces relative to physical spaces:
The consequences of changes from the passage from cyber spaces to hybrid
spaces are (a) the blurring of borders between physical and digital spaces, (b)
the redefinition of the concept of the digital, (c) the redefinition of the concept of
social space to include hybrid environments, (d) changes in sociability and
communication patterns. Finally, the shift, driven by nomadic technologies, from
cyber to hybrid calls our attention to the fact that the digital has never actually
been separated from the physical and can be an essential element for promoting
sociability and communication in urban spaces (2006: 274).
Hybrid spaces might help to facilitate the shift between work and home or interspaces (Hulme
and Truch 2005; Urry 2007), especially as one of those spaces (the one the user is not physically
in) will be entered virtually rather than actually.
257

If the LG materials are read as closer to the ads in GH and HB than the industry research
documents in CABA, „serene calm‟ makes more sense as a promise of what life could or should
be like than as a statement on reality.
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Networks that are highly technical make tacit assumptions about the kinds
of uses to which they will be put and therefore fail to account for the kinds of
activities that non-technical components of the network – such as human users carry out in actively creating the network. Health care applications connected to
the network in and around the home, for example, are included in LG‟s HomNet
and in some of the CABA Information Series. These applications rely on
advances in both medical equipment and ICTs, also assume willing, able, and
responsible consumers/users/patients who “will take the initiative to self-monitor
their chronic conditions, self-diagnose symptoms, acquire disease information
and wellness knowledge, and actively seek caregivers‟ assistance in care
management and clinical intervention” (Wang 2006:1). These assume that, even
if there were no users, the technical network would remain as significant and
useful as a network that also involved users. There are several fairly obvious
barriers to the widespread implementation of this kind of system, but it does
illustrate one way in which the human residents of a networked home are directly
involved in the composition of the network.

Conclusion

Whereas in the previous three eras, convergence was present in a
number of forms (of function, of content, etc.), in the Era of the Networked Home,
technological convergence is of particular importance, especially where formerly
taken for granted domestic technologies are impregnated with Internet and other
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ICT capabilities. The disappearance of ICTs into domestic technologies is itself a
significant form of technological convergence in this era. From this kind of
association arises a new kind of animated actor in the domestic environment,
one that is able to bypass the human inhabitants formerly assumed to be present
in and managing the home and connect to the network beyond (and including) it.
This kind of hybrid technology is built in to visions of the networked home,
articulated by both CABA and LG, although what „convergence‟ means as a
concept has changed slightly over time and with the emphasis of the
organization. In the CABA literature, the term is used in several ways, perhaps
the most significant of which is the idea of technical integration between building
controls and other data management systems. This definition appears to be
widely accepted where non-residential building automation is at issue (e.g.
Hartman

2002). Other technical versions of

this definition

are

more

communications-based: Mahowald and Jin explain that converged applications
“in the form of products and services, unite telephony and voice over IP (VoIP)
networks with data products and services, like email, database, and customer
relationship management (CRM) applications” (2004: 1). Yet another use relies
on the technical relationships between technologies – Budiardjo (2006:1) calls
this „M2M‟, the machine equivalent of P2P (peer-to-peer) communications. More
recently, however, CABA has been using „convergence‟ to talk about the
confluence of different building philosophies, as is evident in their „Bright Green
Buildings‟ study that examined the convergence of „green‟ and „intelligent‟
buildings (Bright Green 2009).
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Convergence also figures heavily, if stated in less explicit terms, in LG‟s
HomNet. The company relies on its reputation as a „quality brand‟ – one whose
identity is solid, understood and trusted by specific consumers – to introduce a
new kind of brand integration that provides minimal choice among products of the
same type but which must work together to achieve the overall, big-picture
integrated product. A fridge, a washing machine, a TV, and a computer display
may be separate individual products but it is their convergence into HomNet –
the integration of these member-products into a coherent, branded whole
functioning on a single coherent and proprietary platform or interface – that
makes this suite of domestic technologies different in their convergence than
previous suites of technologies, such as the branded ones offered by GE in the
1990s. Put another way around, the fridge, the washing machine, TV, and
computer display necessarily had to become participants in the network interface
or system to converge into HomNet – ephemeral, non-tangible Internet-based
technology that enables communication between technologies and with users is
what makes the difference. In whole systems like this, brand integration means
something different that it did even with groups or suites of individual objects or
technologies made to look like unified wholes by their appearance and presence
together in advertising or physical space.
In this case, what is clearly facilitating the convergence of the various
appliances and systems in and around the home is the connection between each
of these in a much less obvious way than in the case of the CABA appliances.
Whereas, for instance, a user interface screen might be present in each of the
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appliances in a CABA model, in LG‟s model the user interface is much more
invisible, relying instead on voice activation or displays that are built into a
surface such as the bathroom mirror. Here, then, the convergence of the network
with the domestic object has always been a part of the (background) functioning
of HomNet. Redesign of the physical housing of domestic technologies has
resulted in interface invisibility in the case of HomNet appliances, while the
majority of CABA work draws attention to the hybrid nature of the Internetenabled appliance.
Curiously, the elegance and invisibility of HomNet appliances (to a greater
extent than those in the typical CABA model) is much more in keeping with the
ideal vision of the smart home that has been present in North America since at
least the 1960s (Aldrich 2003).258 ICTs have become an essential part of smart
homes; in earlier incarnations, communications technologies may have enabled
communications between elements within the home but Internet and mobile ICTs
connect the contemporary networked home to points outside in ways that would
have been difficult if not impossible with only landline telephone technology.259

258

LG‟s HomNet has only been on the technologized home horizon since about 2002. Some
earlier innovations, such as the development of the Internet fridge in 2000, did contribute to the
HomNet concept but the full concept was not available until sometime around 2006
(lghomnet.com).
259
Recent work on technologies and home spaces has identified an increasingly close
relationship between domestic objects and „code‟ (e.g. Dodge and Kitchin 2009; see also Thrift
2005 [and chapter two above] on „local intelligence‟). Dodge and Kitchin, for example, argue that
the nature of some of these material technologies in terms of everyday objects is
changing as they increasingly become infused with software. Domestic objects
are gaining capacities that extend their technicity and enable them to do
additional work in the world. Indeed, it seems likely that the majority of objects
that currently use electrical power will become colonized by computer code in the
(near) future, just as a wide range of manual and mechanical household tools
became newly animated by the development and integration of electrical control
th
and motors in the first half of the 20 century (Cowan 1983). These capacities,
we argue, are helping to reshape domestic living and its spatialities by, on the
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one hand, augmenting and supplementing domestic tasks and, on the other,
plugging the home into new, extended, distributed networks. In other words,
coded objects are reconfiguring the social and material relations of the home,
often in banal and subtle ways. They do so, we argue, because they transduce
space: that is, they beckon new spaces and spatialities into being through their
actions. […] Significantly, they can do this without human oversight by
processing information they have generated or received and determining courses
of action (2009: 1352).
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CHAPTER EIGHT: FROM ELECTRICAL TO DIGITAL NETWORKED HOMES –
PERSISTENT LEGACIES AND UNSUSTAINABILITY

Ways of living in domestic spaces and sedimented layers of technologies
have created legacies that persist and are visible in several ways. For example,
electricity, which, as a central organizing principle of the Electric Era, created not
only a reliance on „newly animated‟ domestic technologies (Dodge and Kitchin
2009), but had more profound effects on expectations about the ubiquity of the
force that animated these technologies. Perhaps more importantly, electricity
helped to divorce productive activity in the home (cooking, cleaning, and
entertainment) from natural forces (daylight hours). With this, expectations about
both comfort and convenience (see Shove 2003) ensured that new uses were
found for electricity.
In chapter five, automobiles were shown to be a central organizing idea
(and prerequisite) of postwar suburbs.260 The plan of the suburb, including the
location of amenities and services like grocery stores and commuter train
stations, required there to be at least one automobile associated with each
household. The shift to the self-service economy (Huws 2003) implicated the
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In the early years of the Era of Automobility, economic depression and war stretched the
automobile industry to its limits while at the same time encouraging consumers to keep using
their cars. During the Depression and World War II, in fact, despite rationing of gasoline, rubber,
and steel, Americans were already so dependent on their vehicles that tires were patched and
carpools used to enable people to get to their jobs, especially where there existed no alternative
(transit, interurban railways, etc.) (Folsom 2006; see also Finch 1992). In part, this was a result of
the growing move toward suburban living, which at its prewar inception had relied on trolley lines
to shuttle workers and shoppers back and forth from the city centre. Suburbs (or some parts of
them) slowly expanded as the automobile allowed more workers to move beyond the limits of the
trolley line. In some cases, transportation beyond transit was also required to get workers to
factories, especially those producing materiel for the war effort, which were often located well
beyond city limits, such as the aircraft industry on Long Island, NY.
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automobile in its existence by assuming it to be the means by which large weekly
grocery shopping trips, for example, could be made. The move away from
producing many household goods in the home, a process begun well before the
beginning of the period of investigation of this dissertation, was further solidified
in the post-war era as well, as mass produced clothing, new ways of preserving
foods (refrigerated trucks for transport, flash freezing), and the increasing
medicalization of various stages of life, such as childhood, also required
household managers (wives/mothers) to drive so that weekly shopping could be
done, clothing could be purchased at one of the growing number of shopping
malls, and children could be „appropriately‟ cared for with visits to the doctor‟s
office.
Concern for the sustainability of the way of life to which Americans had
been accustomed became a major issue again (as it had been during the socalled „servant crisis‟ in the years of the Electric Era), when the love affair with
the automobile was threatened, first by the so-called „OPEC Crisis‟ of 1973-1974.
When OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) member nations
began an embargo against Israel-supporting nations (the United States, Canada,
all of Western Europe, and Japan), refusing to sell them petroleum products, and
a (perceived) gas shortage sent American motorists into a panic (Finch 1992;
Marty 1997). High gas prices, long lines at gas stations, and a nation-wide
preference for gas-guzzling cars sensitized Americans to what might happen if
the shortage persisted. Smaller cars became more popular after the OPEC crisis,
and even though there was a brief rebound in full-sized car sales in the years
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that followed, this was largely quashed after another perceived gas shortage in
1979, the result of revolution in Iran (Volti 1996). Some measures that federal,
state, and county authorities implemented in the United States (with varying
degrees of success) included a nation-wide fifty mile-per-hour speed limit,
restrictions on the quantity of gasoline that could be purchased at one time and
on who could buy it based on license plate number, the organization of carpools,
and the establishment of parking lots for ride-sharing schemes (Marty 1997).
The Internet in chapter six built upon the presence in the home of several
earlier technologies, such as electricity, land line telephony, and computers, to
become nearly taken for granted in relatively affluent North American homes
from the late 1990s onward. Now, in the early part of the Era of the Networked
Home, and to a greater extent than ever before, ubiquitous Internet connectivity,
mobile telephony (even to the exclusion of land line technology), and the use of
computers in everyday life in almost all spheres of activity (school, social, work,
household management, etc.) is largely taken for granted by the relatively
affluent middle class. It also assumes the kind of busy-ness that requires these
kinds of technologies to manage the demands of a life fragmented, in both space
and time, between several physical and temporal locations. This also presumes a
kind of household configuration wherein there is not, as there was assumed to be
in the early to mid-twentieth century, a household manager in the form of a
wife/mother present in the home all day while others are at places of work or
education. The presumption now seems to be that because no one is at home
during the day, there must be a way to monitor and control and communicate
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with the home itself while being physically removed from it. This is what
contemporary manufacturers of networked domestic technologies appear to
attempt to bring about as their ideal home – a comfortable place to live which is
nonetheless vacant for large parts of the day and which must thus be supervised
remotely and/or should have built in to it capabilities for self-management, such
as appliances that can request their own repairs and replenish supplies from the
grocery store.
Because of its connection to and reliance upon the status quo (see
Marchand 1985), as well as its role in creating myth, disseminating dominant
ideology, and educating consumers about social philosophy, advertising has
been demonstrated throughout this dissertation to be a contributing factor to
contemporary visions of ideal domestic spaces. In this way, advertising is
intimately tied to the complex idea of sustainability, by which I mean not only the
contemporary understanding of the term with its overtones of environmentalism
but also broader ideas of continuation, of maintenance, of carrying on and
forward with ways of life that are similar to that of the present moment and of the
immediate past.261 The processes of myth are still at work here, even though
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Advertising also helped to confront the challenges of keeping consumption rolling along,
despite the high rates of diffusion of everything from fridges to automobiles in the post World War
II period:
Disregarding the massive waste of natural resources required to produce
replacements for appliances that still worked and new goods that offered only
marginal advantages, manufacturers hawked „convenience‟ to promote the
continuation of the economic expansion that had been bringing increasing
numbers of products to American households over the previous century: by
1870, most people could buy soap and candles; by 1920, they could afford to
purchase most of their clothes; by 1970, they could stop cooking. As it ended
home production, economic expansion also eased the tasks of home
maintenance, offering cast-iron heating stoves during the second half of the
nineteenth century, plumbing and the new fuels during the during the first
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„sustainability‟ is clearly political and politicized, since it continues to erase its
own connections to bourgeois or dominant interests and hollows out meaning
from signifiers such as „brown out‟. As was the case throughout the twentieth
century, dominant interests are not challenged by myth in advertising.
Advertising walks a thin line between innovation and novelty, and the status quo
in which both the industry and users have vested interests. There is a tension
present in most ads since the early twentieth century between utopian visions of
the future and progress (illustrated by references to discourses of design and
movement), and the placement of the product being advertised in situations
recognizable and comfortable to audiences. Marchand (1985) notes that in the
pursuit of a balance between these opposing forces, ads made subtle references
to „common-sense‟ ideas of social propriety, such as the gendered division of
labour and the existence of a capitalist money economy, if these were not
assumed to be so self-evident that they were not worth mentioning.
In the magazines more generally, this same kind of balance was sought in
terms of household work, the division of labour, the place of technologies, and
related issues, and were explored in chapters four through six. Advertising,
advice, and editorial content suggested ways to address one‟s current situation
without proposing too radical a break with one‟s past habits and ways of doing
things. In some cases, the magazine content might not have advocated for or
caused the change but it did provide information on how to deal with the
changing world in which readers found themselves. Perhaps the clearest
decades of the twentieth and automatic laundry machines and dishwashers after
World War II (Strasser 2000: 280).
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example of this involves the so-called „servant crisis‟ discussed in chapter four
(but it is also present in the various anxieties about challenges to daily life and
routine in chapters five and six). For a number of reasons, paid household help
became difficult to acquire and retain, and so magazines like HB ran articles
suggesting ways of entertaining without a maid (see chapter four above). The
kinds of activities that were required at an event one hosted in her home did not
change (e.g. formal luncheon buffet to outdoor potluck picnic) but what was
expected of the hostess-housewife changed, as did socially acceptable norms in
the face of a shortage of paid staff and other household helpers. These changes
occurred gradually in the pages of GH and HB, and they were usually made with
recurrent reference to the assumed and taken-for-granted state of affairs in the
domestic sphere.
In chapters four, five, and six, certain kinds of assumptions about skill sets
and already present technologies were made based on the layers of sedimented
technologies and presumed skill sets that were seen to have gone before. In the
Era of Automobility, covered in chapter five, electricity was assumed – as a
matter of course – to be present in domestic spaces, though it had become
widely available in domestic spaces only in the previous twenty or thirty years. In
chapter six, the assumed technologies included electricity in the home as well as
the presence of the automobiles as part of the technical assemblage of the
„typical‟ American suburban home. In the Era of the Networked Home, all of
these things – electricity, cars, and the use of personal computers combined with
Internet connectivity that began to emerge in the last years of the twentieth
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century – are assumed to be present, and users are presumed by manufacturers
to use these technologies proficiently and on a regular basis.
Many of the taken-for-granted and sedimented technologies and ways of
life that can be considered antecedents to the contemporary networked home
have been revealing themselves to be unsustainable for some time. Throughout
the middle of the twentieth century „brown-outs‟ (reduced electricity supply to
wide areas resulting in, for example, dimmed lights – “How To Protect Your
Appliances When Power is Reduced,” GH14C: 175) and blackouts had become
more and more frequent, especially in larger cities and their surrounding suburbs
in the summertime. Air conditioning, a technology introduced in the early 1950s,
first as a room-by-room solution and then as a central household utility like
heating (and to counterbalance the energy demands of winter heating), was
offered as one explanation for the huge draw on the electrical power grid 262
(Hayden 2004), and citizens were encouraged by governments to turn down (or
off) the AC when they were not at home, in the same way that they had been
encouraged earlier to turn down the heat when they went to bed. Automatic
timers were also advertised (e.g. “Start-Stop Appliance Timing,” 1946: 145),
sometimes as promotional giveaways with unrelated products (e.g. Listerine
GH15B: 188, Figure 8.1). Automated or programmable thermostats (e.g.
262

That there are greater draws on electric grid during summer than winter might possibly be
explained by the kind of fuel used for each, e.g. gas or wood heat vs. electric AC, as well as the
reality that although not all areas of North America require heat in the winter (or to the same
degree), most areas make use of AC in summer. Langewiesche (1951), as part of House
Beautiful‟s Climate Control Project, explained the different housing requirements of different
areas in the US. His primary example was summer, and he advocated for shade or ventilation to
be built into houses depending on the climate in which they were to be located. Houses should,
he argued, always be built to suit the climate. This had not been the case with the Cape Cod and
Ranch style standards of the Levitt developments, which ignored regionally appropriate building
techniques (see Jackson 1985).
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Figure 8.1 GH15B: 188i
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Honeywell HB Feb. 1951: 115)263 had been offered as solutions to wasting
heating fuel in the winter, but this was couched in terms of saving money rather
than in the more communitarian terms of the brownout/blackout crisis, which
involved everyone pitching in and doing their bit to ensure that no one ended up
in the dark as a result of a power shortage or outage. These conservation efforts
were in direct contradiction to the efforts of manufacturers and advertisers to
keep consumption of appliances – and thus also energy264 – high, by lobbying
the FHA to include appliances in mortgages, by promoting an „all-electric‟ home,
such as that seen in Figure 8.2 (Hotpoint All-Electric Kitchen GH10C: 129),265
and by encouraging families to upgrade their houses for larger ones (Hayden
2004:278). Reliance on „traditional‟ sources of power for the electrical grid or of
oil for gasoline products is one way in which this might be interpreted, and is
certainly acknowledged in the CABA literature. This un-sustainability also has to
do with the ways in which domestic spaces are used. The dining room, for
example, might be identified as a space that could be reclaimed for other
purposes since very little dining is actually accomplished in this room in an age of
relaxed formality (Lally 2002).

263

Thermostats and timers had also been promoted for their convenience factor, e.g. Paragon
de-frost-it GH10C: 213. Other remote control ideas, like the bedside control panel for everything
from the master switch (garage door, outdoor lights, coffee maker) to the bedroom window, were
also promoted throughout the era (“Finger-tip Controls for Luxury,” HB10B: 88-89).
264
Sometimes the fuel itself was the subject of advertising, e.g. “Live Modern For Less With Gas,”
GH12D: 44-49; Gas clothes dryers (HB10B: 127). Saving energy costs by consuming appliances
that consumed less fuel also became a prevalent suggestion in this era (e.g. Frigidaire MeterMiser GH07C: 121; Fairbanks-Morse Refrigerator GH07C: 179).
265
Sands (1956) presents tables and charts to show energy consumption levels by appliance and
by time of day, all in the name of safety, since, as he claimed, most household wiring at the time
was not capable of safely handling the increased strain caused by the ever-growing number of
electrical appliances.

330

Figure 8.2 GH10C: 129
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Throughout the twentieth century, then, sustainability was a concern but
often in slightly different terms than it is understood today. If there was an
environmental or ecological component to this, it frequently ended up being
articulated as an effort to reduce the amount of a given resource (money, time,
fuel, space) being consumed to keep costs down for the individual consumer or
individual household (e.g. Amana Energy Saving Refrigerator HB May 1976: 160;
KitchenAid HB16C: 49). Sometimes no explanation was provided for why energy
saving mattered (e.g. Thermador HB May 1976: 77). The Tappan Gas Range, for
example, eliminated the pilot light, which it claimed “is probably the single most
expensive part of a gas range. It wastes about 35% of all your cooking energy”
(GH15C: 182); Caloric Automatic Pilotless Gas Ranges (HB May 1976: 71)
claimed that 30% would be saved this way (See also GE Washer, which claimed
to “help cut 60% off of the cost of your family‟s wash” (GH15D: 54), and
KitchenAid GH16A: 66, which boasted a saving of 10% or more on water heating
costs). The American federal government established the Department of Energy
in 1977 to promote conservation by “imposing tax penalties on gas-guzzling cars
and raising other taxes to encourage more conscious use of energy” (Marty
1997:198), which was meant to make citizens more aware of their choices
concerning energy use, particularly as they made choices about which cars and
appliances to buy.266 The ARCO ad shown in Figure 8.3 suggests saving smaller
wash loads to make up fewer large ones to save energy and money: “The
important thing is that if everyone picked at least one thing, and stuck to it, our
266

In yet another parallel between the situation in the 1970s and that being faced by North
Americans today, on 1 July, 2008 British Columbia introduced a carbon tax on gasoline and other
non-renewable resources (see Meissner 2008).
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Figure 8.3 GH16B: 233
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country would save a load of energy and money” (GH16B: 233).267 The
suggestion here to consume less, then, not only runs counter to the GE ads that
had suggested running the washing machine for smaller loads whenever
necessary, but also taps into the patriotism and loyalty of the advertising of the
immediate post-war era.
The materials generated by producers of networked homes (CABA and
LG), and which were examined in chapter seven, highlight the potentially
significant environmental impacts of creating a living space that can be
automated to achieve specific targets for both comfort and resource efficiency.268
This does not appear to include a radical approach to conservation or

267

More recently, CBC‟s „The Hour‟ encouraged viewers to participate in One Million Acts of
Green, which is sponsored by Cisco (an organization which is also a CABA member), by signing
up online to share how they had changed even one of their habits to a more environmentally
friendly option. Canadians have logged nearly two million acts (GreenNexxus 2010).
268
At the beginning of the Era of the Networked Home, Parks Associates (2002) explored the
various „drivers‟ of home networking, and outlined three key areas that are encompassed by this
concept: entertainment, home control, and communications. This report also notes some trends
that have come to fruition since the report was initially written: multiple Internet connected PCs in
each home, communication between home network and PDAs, and increased accessibility of
broadband Internet access, for example. Energy savings also factor in here as a motivation for or
driver of demand for home networking, although this driver appears to be assuming or integrating
an automation factor in the creation of the home network (Parks Associates 2002). It is clear
throughout the report that „home security‟ and „home control‟ are both intertwined with energy
efficiency: “[…] home controls and home security have seen a surge of interest due to their ability
to leverage the new remote management technology and consumers‟ and energy utilities‟ need
for energy management” (Parks Associates 2002: 6). Work on environmentalism and energy
consumption has revealed, however, that simply providing users with information about their
consumption habits – through the use of net meters, for example – typically provokes a shift to
lower levels of energy consumption (e.g. City of Kingston 2008). This is certainly possible with
networked domestic spaces – they both generate more and provide the potential to manage
information about the domestic sphere.
It is important to note, however, that some of the CABA materials in particular contradict
each other. The focus on newly constructed housing stock that was prevalent throughout the
twentieth century and into the twenty-first, especially of the large single-family home favoured by
North Americans, is at odds with the environmental concerns expressed by both CABA and LG
as they work to give homeowners more control over their resource use (and to reduce the amount
of resources required to operate the home) while tacitly supporting resource use to construct
larger-than-necessary domestic structures that contribute to urban sprawl.
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environmentalism269 but rather focuses on the precise control of resource use to
achieve these goals. Timers, remote controls, and sensors appear to be the
favoured tools in addressing this task. Certainly the use of energy efficient, and in
some cases environmentally responsible, building materials are included in the
effort to reach targets, but in the North American context, using highly efficient
and draft-proof windows, for example, are frequently phrased in terms of
controlling as many variables as possible to achieve as predictable and steady a
result as possible.
A potentially unsustainable characteristic of the configuration of spaces,
technologies, and other parties being articulated by both CABA and LG in their
respective versions of the networked home is the reliance of humans on
technologies to accomplish everyday tasks. While the use of technologies has
replaced (human) skill sets and competences throughout the period investigated
in this dissertation (the use of laundry equipment, vacuum cleaners, and
dishwashers, for example, have all changed both the ways in which domestic
tasks are accomplished and the expectations for how they might be properly
done), the kinds of tasks meant to be designated to the networked home as a
technology unto itself challenge North American norms about who or what is
responsible for household maintenance, for example, and actively re-define
commonly understood ideas about who or what is responsible for household
management: where in previous eras, this was assumed to be a housewife
situated in or aided by a network of technologies of which she was the centre
269

By which I mean the integration of grey-water systems, composting toilets, home energy
production systems and the like.
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(the „housewife‟ as socio-technical entity), the key actor in the era of the
networked home is understood in the contemporary materials to be the home
itself.
This suggests at least three things about what human users are thought to
be like in terms of these technologies: first, that they are rational and make
decisions based on logical criteria; second, that they behave in an orderly and
predictable fashion – that they are variables whose behaviour might be
accounted for in advance of it occurring; and, most significantly, that they require
some management themselves in that the technologies associated with
environmentally responsible buildings determine to a great extent what can and
cannot be done with them. Low flush toilets always use less water per flush than
standard toilets, for example, and users do not have a choice in the matter. Their
behaviour to conserve water is scripted into the technology of the toilet, in other
words.
It is clear that the home is a highly technological environment, one that is
imagined to require several different kinds of people and things to function in
contemporary day-to-day life. In the preceding chapters, at least three things
were demonstrated by examining the cultural values manufacturers and
advertisers promoted through advertisements, advice columns, editorials, and
research documents. First, the historical (imagined) relationship between home
and work in terms of the infiltration of domestic spaces by social philosophies
such as scientific management and teleworking and via technologies such as
computers, mobile phones, and even electricity was shown to be significant in
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terms of the ways in which home spaces are configured. I argued that the
emphasis on networked and mobile technologies is one way to re-imagine home
spaces, and to reconfigure both what counts as home space and how these
spaces are used. This is intricately connected to the temporal constraints placed
on people, in particular, as they move through and interact with spaces. It also
implicates mobile technologies in the reclamation of „in between‟ spaces, such as
those used for commuting, or in the lull between other activities. Instances of
convergence were also identified, and their role in establishing the sedimented
layers of technologies that help to form the foundations of contemporary
expectations about what technologies and skill sets should be present in
domestic spaces was highlighted. Finally, that the home should be considered a
node or hub in broader networks that connect the capitalist money economy,
Internet-enabled or -enhanced communication, and other forms of hybrid sociality
(Urry 2000) was also argued throughout the first seven chapters of this
dissertation.
More broadly, this research has identified and highlighted the lasting
effects of built-in expectations, including skill sets and competences as well as
more durable aspects (such as housing stock), on visions of the future of
domestic space. The degree to which established ways of doing things are more
or less sustainable has to do not only with social expectations and measures of
„appropriate‟ goals for the middle class, for example, but also with the kinds of
technologies (and knowledge about them) that form the foundation upon which
new technologies and ways of doing things are built. In several different ways,
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though, this foundation for visions of what domestic life could or should be like,
as articulated in the CABA and LG visions of the networked home, for example,
is unsustainable. This state of affairs, like the technologies, systems, and
innovations that have come and gone over the past one hundred years or so, has
been hinted at in the same materials that were examined to demonstrate the
historical precedent for the vision of the networked home in this research. In fact,
in recent years, the entries into the CABA Research Library have reflected this
growing concern for the sustainability of North American housing practices. This
emerging discourse forms an important and viable avenue for future research on
domestic technologies and on the relationships between domestic and other
spaces, as does the increasing mobility of telecommunications, computing, and
information, as is the case with technologies such as the iPhone.
Instead of seeing only the novelty of new devices, a great deal of attention
must be paid to the ongoing layering of „persistent legacies‟ that have cultural,
technological, socioeconomic, and political implications. What I have tried to
show is how visions of the „digital home‟ have their antecedents much earlier in
the twentieth century – both in the form of a building in of energy and information
devices into environments, and skills and expectations into conventions of
domestic life. The important implication is that any moves toward sociotechnical
change – in terms of engendering more sustainable domestic environments, for
example – will have to negotiate the longer legacy of routinization and
embedding demonstrated throughout this dissertation.
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