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Abstract: The ubiquity of the smartphone is both celebrated and contested, since the
possibility of constant connectivity is seen as simultaneously inviting and exciting on the
one hand, and demanding and burdensome on the other. This thesis uses discourse
analysis to analyze a television interview and an online comment forum to shed light on
the ways in which experts and mothers talk about the impacts of technology on family
interaction and parenting practices. I consider how both experts and parents
discursively construct the family-technology relationship by analyzing how parents
communicate about technology use (both their own and their children’s), the emotional
and practical elements of decision-making regarding technology and how these reveal
ideologies about the impact of technology on parenting. My primary findings support a
body of research that indicates that a mention of parenting in general can be interpreted
to implicate mothers specifically. As such, the conversation about the relationship
between parenting and technology is constrained by cultural ideologies about maternal
responsibility for the care of children and philosophies about the affordances of
technology, and entangled with questions of access and class. All of this influences how
experts and parents negotiate their identities and work to position themselves as

competent on each of these fronts.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

A mother collects iPads from her 4- and 7-year old children following dinner at a
restaurant. She wonders if using the devices to occupy them is “bad.” She worries “that it
is setting them up to think it’s O.K. to use electronics at the dinner table in the future”
(Bilton, 2013). Indeed, there is no shortage of evidence — anecdotal, empirical, and
statistical — to suggest that she is not alone in experiencing this apprehension. Scientists
find that learning processes are inhibited by the constant stimulation of technology
(Richtel, 2010a), and express concern about these effects on developing brains, which
“can become more easily habituated than adult brains to constantly switching tasks —
and less able to sustain attention” (Richtel, 2010b). Statistically, the data show the
degree to which both adults and children alike are grappling with the effects of
technology on everyday life. In May 2010, The New York Times polled 855 adults and
found:

e 33% could not imagine living without a computer (interestingly, the poll also
found that computer dependence is positively correlated with higher
education and affluence),

e 40% check work email after hours or on vacation,

e 14% see less of their spouse, and

e 10% spend less time with their children under the age of 18 due to device use.
(Connolly, 2010).

Common Sense Media conducted two national random sample surveys of 1,463 parents
of children ages 8 and under, first in 2011 and then again in 2013, with the express
purpose of documenting “how children’s media environments and behaviors have
changed” (Common Sense, 2013, p. 7). These surveys found:

e 75% of families own a mobile device (smartphone, tablet, etc., and this is

compared to 52% in 2011)
e 72% of children 0-8 have used a device (compared to 38% in 2011)



e 86% of families with household incomes greater than $75,000 have high-
speed Internet access, compared to 46% of families with incomes less than
$30,000

e 75% of parents in the higher income bracket had downloaded educational
apps for their children, compared to 35% in the lower bracket
(Common Sense, 2013).

As Common Sense (2013) concludes, “The past two years have seen an explosion in the
use of mobile media platforms and applications (“apps”) among young children,” noting
“one of the concerns about the increasing presence of media in children’s homes is the
degree to which media may detract from face-to-face family time” (pp. 20, 26). Finally,
these data link technology and class, since income predicts both access to the Internet
and the types of applications downloaded. Making sense of the conversation
surrounding the relationship between technology and family interaction is precisely the
aim of this thesis.

I am specifically interested in the ways in which mothers perceive and talk about
the role of digital devices in family life. Currently, the conversation on digital parenting
is influenced on the one hand by the work of experts such as Sherry Turkle. In January
2011, Turkle published Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and
Less from Each Other. In this book, she contends that technology is luring us into
relinquishing (face-to-face) interpersonal relationships for virtual ones, which offer “the
illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship” (Turkle, 2011, p. 1).
Turkle finds us avoiding the telephone, substituting more distant, asynchronous
channels of email and text (pp. 190, 207). She first defines, then explains, and finally

warns against the effects of technology on human interaction, some of which are

highlighted in this analysis.



In an April 2013 interview with Gayle King and Charlie Rose on CBS This
Morning, Turkle outlines two points: first, cell phones provide a (false) sense of
multitasking, with the result that we are not paying full attention to the task-at-hand.
For example, we text, Turkle claims, while having breakfast with our family, or on the
playground when we should be watching our children. Second, says Turkle, mediated
communication allows users to construct a desired self (who we want to be). We thus
reveal only that which we choose to reveal rather than who we really are. Essentially,
Turkle contends, our electronic devices allow us to “hide from each other” (CBS, 2013).

On the other hand, some have expressed the view that technology enhances
family interaction. For example, in an interview on Sirius XM Satellite Radio,
Representative Debbie Wasserman-Schultz (D-FL) contends that technology has made
her “a better mom” since it allows her “to be a lot more connected.” Similarly, Jeana Lee
Tahnk, a high-tech PR consultant who writes about technology and parenting for
Mashable.com and Parenting Magazine, calls her smartphone a “savior,” since it has
made her “life as a parent so much easier,” as well as “more organized and efficient.”
do not make an argument either for or against “digital parenting,” but rather through
analysis of both video and textual data, I illuminate the practices of interaction which
allow mothers to socially construct their identities in the shadow of these powerful and
public ideologies; I also highlight the ways in which their individual voices either ratify
or reject the current public discourse surrounding the impact(s) of technology on family
life.

To foreground the role of interaction in the construction, or the co-construction,
of identity, this thesis draws on the theories and methods of discourse analysis. A

discourse analytic perspective can shed light on the ways in which experts and mothers



alike communicate the impact of technology on family interaction and parenting
practices, addressing such questions as, how do experts and parents assess and balance
the potential benefits and drawbacks of technology, and what strategies do parents
enact to manage technology use by family members, especially children? In other words,
I consider how experts and parents discursively construct the family-technology
relationship by analyzing how parents communicate about technology use (both their
own and their children’s), the emotional and practical elements of decision-making
regarding technology and how these reveal ideologies about the impact of technology on
parenting.

The data for this thesis are drawn from two contexts. The first is an interview of
Sherry Turkle by Bill Moyers of PBS. Here, I focus on segments in which Turkle refers
specifically to the relationship between technology and family interaction. I then
introduce textual data in the form of comments posted in response to a New York Times
article entitled, "The Risks of Parenting While Plugged In." The article references
Turkle's work, and she also participates in the comment forum.

I discuss the context and format of the interview and online comments,
specifically what strategies are deployed, for what purpose, and to what ends (what do
they accomplish?). Specific attention is paid to how mothers use discourse to
communicate their own, and their children’s, uses of technology, and how all of this
works to construct parental identities in interaction. With this, I hope to contribute to
an existing body of work on parental identity in interaction, as well as technology and
interaction, and finally to link the two by analyzing the discursive negotiation of identity
in relation to technology and cultural expectations of motherhood in contemporary

society.



To accomplish this, I ask the following questions: First, how does an expert
construct the relationship between parenting and technology and what does this
accomplish? What are the implications for parents? Second, how do mothers construct
maternal identities for themselves as they discuss their own and their children’s use of
technology? Third, how is parental identity constructed and negotiated in online
formats? My primary findings support a body of research that indicates a mention of
parenting in general can be interpreted to implicate mothers specifically. As such, the
conversation about the relationship between parenting and technology is constrained by
cultural ideologies about maternal responsibility for the care of children and
philosophies about the affordances of technology, and entangled with questions of
access and class. All of this influences the ways in which both experts and parents
negotiate their identities and work to position themselves as competent on each of these
fronts.

In what follows, I first provide theoretical background on discourse analysis. I
then introduce my data in more detail. My analyses are presented in two chapters, one
on the interview data and one on the online discussion data. In the conclusion, I
summarize my observations and explain how they contribute to our understanding of

the construction of parental (and maternal) identities in interaction in the digital age.



Chapter 2: Theoretical Background

In this chapter, I review work in three main areas that provide the theoretical
foundation for this thesis: Research on how identities are constructed in social
interaction, work examining maternal identity construction in particular, and

scholarship investigating technology in family interaction.

1. Identities in interaction.

I begin with a perspective of social interaction as a site for continuous identity
(re)construction. Sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) introduced a theatre metaphor to
explain the ways in which interaction allows interlocutors to put a ‘self’ on stage (p. 107).
(Turkle’s recent contention that we use modern technology to display preferred
identities in some ways echoes this theorizing.) Goffman’s work on ‘the presentation of
self’ describes the ways in which individuals’ contributions to interaction work to control
and manage the impressions of themselves and others. Summarizing and distilling work
in the fields of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue
that identity is a discursively constructed, emergent product of interaction (p. 587). As
these authors propose, “identity is the social positioning of self and other” (Bucholtz &
Hall, 20035, p. 586). This is consistent with Ribeiro (2006), who finds that
“conversational and social work is related to doing identity work,” viewing interaction as
the locus of “the performance of our social and discourse identities” (p. 50). Useful for
the analyses presented in this thesis are those theories and concepts which help explain
the role of interaction in identity construction, namely, positioning, the MIR

Membership Categorization Device, and indexicality.



Davies & Harré (1990) define positioning as “the discursive process whereby
selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent participants
in jointly produced story lines” (p. 48). These story lines, or “autobiographical aspects of
a conversation,” explain Davies & Harré (1990), reveal “how each conversant conceives
of themselves and of the other participants” (p. 48). Similarly, Bucholtz and Hall (2005)
find that when participants interact, they “position themselves and others as particular
kinds of people” (p. 595). As Gordon (2015a) summarizes, “positioning theory provides
a framework to explore selves as discursive constructions, and to investigate different
aspects of identity, including the development and negotiation of these aspects” (p. 11).

Another means of considering identity work in interaction is Sacks’ (1989) MIR
Membership Categorization Device (hereafter, the MIR Device). Noting the prominence
of certain types of questions in first conversations, Sacks (1989) proposed this device to
describe the ways people responded to these questions (p. 271). He first identified
category sets, or sets “made up of a group of categories” (Sacks, 1989, p. 271). The sets,
Sacks (1989) claims, are ‘which’ —type sets, since “each set’s categories classify
membership in a population” (thus the “M” in MIR). He also points out that the
categories are ‘inference rich’; (the “I” in MIR), or that we store information about
individuals in categories, and this knowledge then informs topics of conversation.
Finally, members of these categories represent that category (the “R” in MIR), and
whatever knowledge about that category that is stored and drawn upon (Sacks, 1989, p.
272). Reinforcing this notion, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) find that overt mention of
“referential identity categories” is one way identities are constituted in discourse (p.

594). Since, as the authors find, “labeling and categorization are social actions,”



examining categories in discourse constitutes an especially useful research focus
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 594).

One pair of categories that has been considered by discourse analysts is parent-
child. For example, Schiffrin (2000), analyzing mother/daughter discourse in narratives
about the Holocaust, finds that “stories are a resource through which we develop and
present a self as a psychological entity firmly located within a social and cultural world”
(p. 1). Narratives, in essence, create “story worlds,” in which relationships between self
and other “can be situated, displayed, and evaluated” (Schiffrin, 2000, p. 1). Schiffrin
(2000) further states that “the parent/child relationship... is generally believed to be a
basic defining relationship in one’s life,” specifically recognizing “matrifocal families as
the basic nexus of identity” (p. 7).

Analyzing gender hierarchies and social behavior in America and Western
Samoa, Ochs (1993) observes “that speakers attempt to establish the social identities of
themselves and others through verbally performing certain social acts and verbally
displaying certain stances” (p. 288). Yet the link between language and social identity,
Ochs (1993) finds, “is not direct” (p. 289). Social meaning, then, according to Ochs, “is
not usually explicitly encoded,” but rather inferred (p. 289). The degree of accuracy of
these inferences necessarily draws upon shared “cultural and linguistic conventions”
through which acts and stances are not only interpreted, but associated with particular
identities (Ochs, 1993, p. 290). (And all of this is consistent with Sacks’ [1989]
observations about the MIR Device.) Narrowing this perspective from social identity in
general to maternal identities in particular, Ochs (1992) summarizes, “the relation

between language and gender is not a simple straightforward” one, but rather, “is



constituted and mediated by the relation of language to stances, [and] social acts...” (pp.
336-7).

In summary, discourse analysts have identified positioning theory, membership
categorization, and indexicality as useful notions for the exploration of identities. Using
these notions, they have examined a range of identities related to ethnicity, profession,
nationality, and so on. Most relevant for my purposes are studies that have focused on

maternal identities.

I1. Ideology and Maternal Identities.

I turn now from identity in interaction to specific identities: those of mothers.
Maternal identities are constructed in cultural contexts, and these contexts are rife with
ideologies about motherhood. To adopt Davies and Harré’s (1990) terminology, mothers
are expected to take up certain positions in particular story lines. In mainstream
American culture, a pivotal position is being highly attentive to one’s child, as this
section will show. I begin here with Gee’s (2008) distinction between Discourse and
discourse, then turn to findings from sociolinguistics, discourse analysis and sociology
which focus on the relationship between maternal discourse and ideologies about
motherhood and demonstrate how maternal and child identities are intertwined in
everyday talk.

Taking a sociocultural approach to language and literacy, Gee (2008) finds that
language “always comes fully attached to ‘other stuff’: to social relations, cultural
models, power and politics, perspectives on experience, values and attitudes...” (p. 1).
Meaning is attached to these (often) tacit cultural models which are “picked up from

talk, interaction, and engagement with texts and media in society” (Gee, 2008, p. 25).
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That is, interaction is a site for the creation and reification of particular ways of seeing
and understanding the world. For this reason, Gee (2008) claims “that language is
inextricably bound up with ideology and cannot be analyzed or understood apart from
it” (p. 4).

In considering how to analyze how humans "act out distinctive identities and
activities," Gee (2013) differentiates between 'Discourse' (capital 'D') and ‘discourse’
(lowercase ‘d’). These so-named "Big 'D' Discourses" refer to the ways group social
conventions "allow people to enact specific identities and activities," while "little 'd'
discourse," Gee (2013) suggests, refers to "any stretch of language in use." Thus, in order
to be recognized as having a particular identity, we are socialized to speak, act and
interact in specific ways. In other words, in producing “discourse,” speakers construct
and refer to “Discourses” that are associated with identities. This is because, as Gee
(2008) points out “Discourses are inherently ‘ideological’” (p. 161). He continues,

They crucially involve a set of values and viewpoints about the relationships between
people and the distribution of social goods, at the very least about who is an insider and
who isn’t, often who is ‘normal’ and who isn’t, and often, too, many other things as well.
(Gee, 2008, p. 161).

In defining membership and “normalcy,” Discourses, then, also mark outsiders and
opposition, since foregrounding certain beliefs and values necessarily also marginalizes

[113

others. In Johnstone’s (2008) words, “Discourses’ in the plural are conventional ways
of talking that create and perpetuate systems of ideology, sets of beliefs about how the
world works and what is natural” (p. 29). She explains that every linguistic choice, from
the production to the interpretation of discourse, reflects a kind of agenda or an

ideology; a choice to see the world in one particular way (and thus not another)

(Johnstone, 2008, p. 54).
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Similarly, Ochs (1992) observes that “social groups organize and conceptualize
men and women in culturally specific and meaningful ways” (p. 339). Comparing and
contrasting the communicative practices of white middle class (WMC) American
mothers and traditional Western Samoan mothers, Ochs (1992) proposes “a relation
between the position and image of women in society and language use in caregiver-child
interaction” (p. 346). Ochs (1992) points out that images of women and of mothering
are linked; and further, that images of mothering are linked with caregiving, hence the
universal woman-as-caregiver image (pp. 339, 337). Yet despite the fact that “mothering
is a universal kinship role of women and in this role women have positions of control
and power,” she finds that WMC mothers exhibit “a communicative strategy of high
accommodation to young children” (Ochs, 1992, pp. 346-7).

This strategy is marked by the use of a simplified register, shorter sentences,
slower pace, and repetition, among other features (Ochs, 1992, pp. 348-9). In what Ochs
(1992) calls “the mainstream American caregiving role,” WMC mothers (as good
caregivers) “will either intervene or assist the child in carrying out her or his desired
activity,” providing “dramatic scaffolding” for the production and interpretation of
children’s messages (pp. 350, 352). All of this, Ochs (1992) observes, differs greatly from
American Samoan mothers, who expect their children “to be communicatively
accommodating to caregivers” (p. 347). Contrary to WMC children, young Samoan
children are socialized “to attend carefully to the non-simplified speech and actions of
others” (Ochs, 1992, pp. 350-1).

Finally, Ochs (1992) concludes, these linguistic practices serve to not only
illuminate but perpetuate the role (and therefore, status) of mothers in society, since

images of WMC mothers are socialized through the dual communicative strategies of
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“high accommodation to young children” and “minimiz[ing] their own importance” (p.
347). In other words, because WMC mothers downplay their contributions to
interactions, they are rendered “invisible” and the recurrence of these socialization
practices perpetually “lowers [their] position” (Ochs, 1992, p. 353). Thus, as these
mother-child interactions serve to socialize children, they also create maternal identities
that reflect cultural expectations about what it means to be a good mother, while
simultaneously reifying these expectations.

Ochs’ findings have interesting links to work by sociologist Sharon Hays. Finding
that “image[s] of appropriate child rearing” indicate mother as “central caregiver,” that
mothers must put children’s emotional and intellectual needs above their own, and
finally that children “have a special value” and “deserve special treatment,” Hays (1996)
suggests the term intensive mothering, and maintains that “the ideology of intensive
mothering is... the dominant ideology of socially appropriate child rearing in the
contemporary United States” (pp. 8-9).

Hays (1996) traces the advent of the perspective of child rearing as a science for
which mothers had to be trained (p. 39). For this training, she would, of course, have to
rely on the experts; experts whose manuals addressed mothers exclusively, and
specifically, mothers who cared for their children on a full-time basis (Hays, 1996, p.
54). Laden with assumptions of access to resources (i.e., time and money), this ideology
both appeals to, and is appealing to, white American middle-class values, exerting
pressure on working class and poor mothers to adopt “more intensive (middle-class)
methods,” and to look to wealthier (and ostensibly better educated), women for child
rearing advice and examples (Hays, 1996, p. 92). As Hays (1996) summarizes, “The

methods of appropriate child rearing are construed as child-centered, expert-guided,
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emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” and all of these
point to ideologies of class and gender (p. 8).

Similarly, Pugh (2005) analyzes toy catalogs to uncover the “modern dilemmas of
motherhood:” or, the “clashing ideals” of professional employment and family
responsibilities which “compete for allegiance in the same person” (p. 730). Pugh
(2005) determines that toy marketers target “the anxieties and hopes of mothers” in
order to convince them to buy into what she terms “the cultural deal” (p. 730). That is,
toy catalogs promote consumption (or, “buying the right toys”) as a form of compromise
which allows mothers to fulfill their role as nurturer (and thus maintain the identity
‘good mother’) without actually having to be present (Pugh, 2005, 735). Finally, by
targeting households with incomes exceeding $80,000, the marketing in these catalogs
engenders assumptions of access, thus “the marketing of good mothering,” Pugh (2005)
finds, is synonymous with “good middle-class mothering” (p. 735, emphasis mine). As
such, Pugh (2005) concludes, these catalogs perpetuate the very powerful ideological
clashes and contradictions they profess to solve.

Moving to the realm of everyday conversation, Kendall (2007) analyzes the
discourse of two women from dual-income American families who recorded their own
conversations for approximately one week; she finds that they negotiate both “parental
and work-related identities through the positions they discursively take up themselves
and make available to their husbands in relation to traditional and feminist discourses
of work and family” (p. 124; note that Kendall uses “discourses” here to reflect
ideologies, or Big-D Discourses as suggested by Gee [2008; 2013]). That is, in one sense,
specifically when they describe their family roles, “the women position themselves and

their husbands in non-traditional roles...” as “workers” and as “caregivers,” respectively
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(Kendall, 2007, p. 154). On the other hand, in actual interactions where they enact
family roles, by positioning their husbands as “breadwinners” and “secondary

»

caregivers” and themselves as “primary caregivers,” “the women constitute their own
and their husbands’ identities as caregivers asymmetrically” (Kendall, 2007, p. 124). As
such, Kendall (2007) suggests that they “attach different meanings” to these roles,
meanings consistent with traditional role sharing and Hays’ (1996) ideology of intensive
mothering (Kendall, 2007, p. 154).

In a related vein, Johnston (2007) examines the interactions of one of the couples
whose discourse Kendall studied to reveal “how each partner contributes to positioning
the other as the primary decision maker” in domains of childcare and household
finances (p. 166). Johnston (2007), drawing on Erickson and Shultz’ (1982) concept of
academic advisor as gatekeeper in an institutional setting, applies a gatekeeping
metaphor to describe who is positioned as the responsible party (p. 191). Introducing the
term “parental gatekeeping,” Johnston (2007) portrays how one couple discursively
positions the mother “as gatekeeper of caregiving, the primary decision maker in caring
for their daughter,” and the father “as financial gatekeeper, the primary decision maker
in managing their money” (p. 165). Thus, like Kendall, she finds the mother acting as the
primary parent in actual interactions.

Discourse analysts have also examined how parental identities are tied to the
identities of children. Gordon (2007) explores the ways performance of social acts and
verbal display of stances reflect cultural expectations of motherhood, and create what
Schiffrin (1996) calls maternal “self-portraits.” Analyzing talk about the (mis)behaviors
of a toddler between a mother, her younger brother (who had babysat the child), and her

husband, Gordon (2007) finds that the mother expresses feeling responsible for her
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daughter’s inappropriate behavior, and concern that it reflects poorly on her as a
mother; sentiments not expressed by her husband (p. 82-3). In accounting for her
daughter’s shortcomings, the mother demonstrates the sociocultural constraints of
motherhood. That is, she feels responsible and this feeling leads to a need to engage in
what Goffman (1959) calls “impression management” or face the resulting humiliation
(p- 96). This study once again highlights the mother-child identity connection found by
Kendall (2007) and Johnston (2007).

Citing Schiffrin (1996) and Ochs (1993), Gordon (2007) links language use and
identity; that is, inference and interpretation depend upon a level of “joint
understanding” or shared “sociolinguistic knowledge” (p. 75). These cultural
expectations and shared knowledge are necessarily influenced by a society which both
formally and informally links parental performance with child behavior (p. 77). Gordon
(2007) also demonstrates how a mother takes a stance as one who is very involved in
her daughter’s life, a stance that is consistent with societal expectations of motherhood.

In a study in an institutional context, Adelsward and Nilholm (2000) analyze a
teacher-parent-pupil conference for a child with Down Syndrome and find that identity
work is not only an individual presentation but a relationship presentation (p. 545). The
child’s identities as pupil and daughter imply certain other identities, namely, teacher
and mother, and this is meaningful in that “to help one’s daughter present her identity
in a favorable way is to simultaneously display the identity of a good mother”
(Adelsward & Nilholm, 2000, p. 545).

Similarly, borrowing from Goffman (1959), Collett (2005) analogizes the
construction of maternal identity with theatrical performance. She also builds on prior

research on appearance and group membership, as well managing impressions through
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the use of others as props, both of which mesh nicely with Goffman's (1959) theatre
metaphor. Collett (2005) notes that while fathers play a pivotal role in children's
development, it is mothers who are held responsible for "the way their children turn
out" (p. 328). As such, children serve as props on the stage in which women present
themselves as competent mothers, and on which they seek to negotiate and manage the
impressions they create. Through analysis of an online playgroup and interviews with its
members, Collett (2005) points to the fact that women use their children "to show
themselves and others that they are good, capable mothers" (p. 343).

Not only do women tend to assume themselves to be responsible for their
children’s appearance and behavior, but media discourse also tends to target mothers.
For example, analyzing medical, legal and media representations of childhood obesity,
Zivkovic, Warin, Davies and Moore (2010) uncover “gendered assumptions embedded
in [these] discourses;” and further “argue that it is mothers, and not fathers, who are
deemed to be primarily culpable, both legally and morally” (p. 377). In fact, when it
comes to media discussions surrounding the health of children, “mothers are

[113

consistently singled out” and “parents’ often serves as a euphemism for mothers”
(Zivkovic et al., 2010, p. 383). Sampling advice features in parenting magazines,
Sunderland (2006) finds evidence of gendered stereotypes and “slippage” wherein
supposed ‘gender neutral’ features in reality focused solely on moms, subsequently
backgrounding fathers (p. 509). “The magazines’ notion of the real addressee, and
parent,” Sunderland (2006) concludes, is mother (p. 525).

To summarize, the discourse of “mother as main parent”/”part-time father” is

prevalent as revealed by scholarship in sociology, sociolinguistics and discourse

analysis. Even when the Discourse of egalitarian parenting is stated explicitly or implied
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(in interaction or in print), analysis at the discourse level reveals a reality which, in
practice, reflects more traditional role sharing ideologies, thus revealing that speakers
do not (and in fact cannot) produce discourse that does not somehow reflect or counter
a Discourse. Taken together, the body of literature reviewed here suggests that language

and ideology are inherently bound up together in the realm of parenting.

III.  Technology and Family Interaction.

Technology brings a new complexity to ideologies about parenting (and, for that
matter, about language). Nearly a decade before smartphones became ubiquitous
household devices, Lindlof (1992) advocated for research into “the interpersonal
contexts in which computing is learned and used in the home,” and “how computer
products becoming meaningful for family members” (p. 291). Studying ten families who
owned a home computer and had at least one child who used the computer, Lindlof
(1992) sought to determine “how social actors try to portray themselves as adequate
computer users and also as adequate in their family roles” (as though these are
contradictory objectives) (p. 293). This suggests an inherent “difficulty of
accommodating technology within the family’s moral and interpersonal logics” (Lindlof,
1992, p. 293).

Families that owned home computers were inevitably faced with the question of
where to locate it physically. While many families initially cited “space requirements” as
the reason for the computer’s location, further questioning revealed another reason:
“social-interactional requirements” (Lindlof, 1992, p. 297). With the always-with-you,

always on mobile technologies, the question of the physical location of devices seems
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moot. Yet, the question of effects on family interaction becomes increasingly more
salient.

While there is no shortage of quantitative data to document the advent,
prevalence, and effects of mediated communication on family interaction, research
applying a discourse analytic approach is notably sparse. Themes which emerge from a
review of the literature focus on two primary topics: effects and access. That is, what
influences is technology taken to exert on family communicative practices (and how are
they viewed?) and, what affordances of class (assumptions of access) are invoked in
conversations about technological devices?

Thus, one perspective on the assimilation of technology into everyday life is
revealed by Blum-Kulka’s (1997) distinction between “sociability” and “socialization.”
Discourse analysts and sociolinguists have identified family interaction generally, and
family dinnertime especially, as important for the complementary goals of family
sociability and child socialization. First, as a “sociable event,” talk at family dinner is not
directed toward a particular goal (i.e., teaching), but has as its focus building rapport
(Blum-Kulka, 1997, 36). Citing Lakoff (1990), Blum-Kulka (1997) describes interactions
of this type as “egalitarian and collaborative” (p. 35). On the other hand, the “socializing
functions” of family dinner point to particular goals (i.e., teaching table manners), and
as such may be less-than-egalitarian, or non-egalitarian and “not necessarily
collaborative” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, pp. 35-6). In this aspect, children are invited and
expected to participate, “but parents reserve the right and power to modify and withhold
[this privilege]” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, p. 38). Technology could possibly be seen as

hindering, and/or facilitating, family sociability and child socialization.
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Reinforcing the importance of these complementary goals for the digital age,
Turkle (2012) advocates making the dining room a “sacred space,” or “device-free zone”
in order to “demonstrate the value of conversation to our children.” As Scelfo (2010)
states, “there is little research on how parents’ constant use of... technology affects
children, but experts say there is no question that engaged parenting... remains the
bedrock of early childhood learning.”

In addition to questions of effects, the cost of acquiring technological devices
begs questions of access and class. It is interesting to note here that all families in
Lindlof’s (1992) study (referenced above) were white, middle- to upper-class. More
recently, Johnstone (2008) finds that “people with the skill, inclination, and
technological resources to blog or instant-message may be on average younger,
wealthier, and better educated than the population as a whole” (p. 196). Similarly, Hays
(1996) and Pugh (2005) point to the costs of “good,” middle-class intensive mothering,
having access to the “experts” and being able to buy the “right toys.”

While families’ technology use is well-documented and there are plenty of public
opinions about this, there is an absence of studies considering how parents are
discursively positioned in regards to their own, and their children’s exposure to
technology. An exception is Pigeron (2012), who analyzed videotaped and audiotaped
interviews with parents from 32 dual-earner families, and finds that parental discourse
on children’s media use at home is influenced by a “collective cultural consensus” that
media exposure is “not healthy” (p. 16). Laden with cultural ambivalence toward the
negative effects of technology, the conversation about “about how to maintain a healthy

media landscape within the home,” thus becomes a question of morality (Pigeron, 2012,

p. 18).
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Since media exposure is nearly unavoidable in an age where media competence is
a necessary life skill, significant work was required on the part of parents in order to
provide an accounting of children’s media use that could be seen as “coherent with
ideologies of a family’s collective life and practices” (Pigeron, 2012, p. 28). In this “moral
arena,” parents enact strategies such as accounting for strict parenting practices,
contrasting their practices with others’, and blaming others for children’s media
exposure; engaging in what Pigeron (2012) calls “moral discourse” in order to
discursively portray themselves as good parents (pp. 15-7).

In summary, the studies reviewed in this section shed light on intersections
between (maternal) identities, parenting practices, and technology. They complement
studies reviewed in this chapter’s previous sections by demonstrating how the
negotiation of parental (and maternal) identities is complicated by cultural ideologies
about responsibility for the care of children and competing (and even conflicting)

definitions of precisely what such care entails when it comes to technology use.
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Chapter 3: Data and Methods

Foregrounding the role of interaction in the construction, or the co-construction,
of identity, discourse analysis is a useful tool “to reflect on and interrogate some of our
cultural models germane to language, literacy, learning, and people in society” (Gee,
2008, p. 30). As a method, discourse analysis proceeds inductively, “work[ing] outward
from texts to an understanding of their contexts” (Johnstone, 2008, p. 30).

In the first analysis chapter (Chapter 4), I use discourse analysis to analyze a
publicly available, video-recorded interview conducted by well-known American
journalist Bill Moyers, which I transcribed using conversation analytic conventions
developed by Jefferson (1984). Though I viewed the interview online at Moyers’ website,
it was originally broadcast in October 2013 on the PBS program Moyers & Company. It
is approximately 30 minutes in length and features Sherry Turkle, whom Moyers
introduces as “a clinical psychologist who was one of the first to study the impact of
computers on culture and society. A professor at MIT and Director of that school’s
Initiative on Technology and Self, she’s written several important books based on deep
research and hundreds of interviews with children and adults alike” (Moyers, 2013).
Moyers and his guest Turkle discuss her book Alone Together and the implications of
her findings. Especially relevant to this project are references Turkle makes to family
interaction, and how parental identities are constructed in relation to technology use.

In the second analysis chapter (Chapter 5), I introduce and analyze textual data
in the form of comments posted at The New York Times’ website. In the summer of
2010, The Times ran a series entitled, Your Brain on Computers. “The Risks of Parenting
While Plugged In” was one installment in that series. Published in June of that year, the

article references Turkle’s work as well as that of other experts and anecdotal accounts
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of parents talking about their own technology use. In response to that article, 182
comments were posted. Turkle contributes 28 of these responses.

With more than 28 million unique visitors each month, NYTimes.com claims to
be the “# 1 individual newspaper site in the U.S.” and invites visitors to the site to
“become part of one of the most engaged, loyal community of readers on the Web” (The
New York Times, 2014). (While these data may be said to reflect the diverse
perspectives of a broad readership, online audience demographics will be presented and
explained in detail in the introduction to Chapter 5). As such, these comments permit a
computer-mediated discourse approach to the construction of identity in interaction;
and equally as important, they combine the “expert” perspective of the previous chapter
with that of parents (specifically mothers) to reveal how each of these functions in the
discursive construction of maternal identities in the digital age.

With respect to communication in online fora, Herring (2004, p. 338), quoting
Kolko (1995), describes an approach to computer-mediated discourse analysis which
builds on the premise that, “language is doing... on the Internet, where physical bodies
(and their actions) are technically lacking.” Computer-mediated discourse analysis uses
theories and methods of discourse analysis, while keeping in mind the affordances and
limitations of digital contexts (Herring, 2004). Thus, I use computer-mediated

discourse analysis to consider the online comments.
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Chapter 4: “Children Have to Be Taught:” An Expert’s Positioning of
Parental Responsibility and Child Technology Use

Introduction

For Pew Research, Keeter and Taylor (2009) find that Millennials “are the first
generation in human history who regard behaviors like tweeting and texting, along with
websites like Facebook, YouTube, Google and Wikipedia, not as astonishing innovations
of the digital era, but as everyday parts of their social lives.” Studying computer-
mediated communication, Susan Herring (2008), traces the integration of television
“from popular introduction to widespread taken-for-grantedness,” and uses this
timeline to predict that “the Internet could attain this [taken for granted] status by
2015” (p. 84). The smartphone traces a similar trajectory from luxury to ubiquity in the
twenty years since its advent: 74% of adults ages 30 to 49 now own smartphones, and
that statistic climbs to 83% for adults ages 18 to 29 (Pew, 2014).

In January 2011, developmental psychologist and MIT Professor Sherry Turkle
published Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each
Other. In it, she contends that technology is luring us into relinquishing (face-to-face)
interpersonal relationships for virtual ones, which offer “the illusion of companionship
without the demands of friendship,” (Turkle, 2011, p. 1). Recognizing that there has
always been a desire to connect with those who are not, or cannot be, physically present,
Turkle (2011) follows the trajectory of what she calls “the domain of connectivity” (p.
207). Ironically, she observes, in this quest to connect, we continue to substitute
personal means for impersonal. The telephone was replaced by voicemail, voicemail by

e-mail and finally, e-mail by text. She now finds us avoiding the telephone altogether in
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favor of these more distant, asynchronous channels of communication (Turkle, 2011, p.
207).

Further, she concludes that this phenomenon is not unique to a particular age
group or generation. For example, one teenager in particular, a 16-year old girl Turkle
(2011) calls Audrey, describes her mother as “engrossed with the phone,” to the extent
that when her mother picks her up from school or sports practice, Audrey “sit[s] in the
car and wait[s] in silence” until her mother is finished texting (pp. 189-90). (Turkle
relates this narrative in the interview which I analyze in this chapter). On her part,
however, Audrey also confesses to texting when with friends, and doing “everything she
can to avoid a call” (Turkle, 2011, p. 190).

In anticipation of, and following the release of Alone Together, Turkle has
appeared in numerous television and radio interviews in which she both describes and
warns against the effects of technology on human interaction in general, and family
interaction specifically. This in some way echoes earlier concerns about technology and
family life, such as when, decades ago, the television was dubbed “the electronic
babysitter” (a term which persists today and has since come to include other devices).
One such interview will be the focus of this analysis.

Any discussion of parenting in the digital age must first consider what it means to
be a parent; that is, what responsibilities are attached to the role of parent? With this as
a backdrop, I consider how an expert (Turkle) discursively constructs the parent-child-
technology relationship by analyzing how she depicts talk about technology use (by both
parents and their children); I demonstrate how this talk reveals ideologies about the
impact of technology on parenting. In what follows, I first suggest that concept of

positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990) and the MIR Device (Sacks, 1989) serve as lenses
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through which to view the interview. Building on work by Schiffrin (1996, 2000), I also
consider how identities are constructed in narrative, such as the stories told by Turkle in
the interview. I then analyze transcribed extracts of a televised interview with Turkle
and Bill Moyers of PBS, with special attention devoted to segments in which Turkle
refers specifically to the relationship between technology and family interaction.

Taking a perspective that discourse both shapes, and is shaped by, the context in
which it occurs, my analysis sheds light on how an expert uses language to construct the
potential drawbacks of technology in family life, and to identify strategies parents
should use to manage technology use by family members, especially children.
Specifically, I show how how—via positioning, the MIR Device, what Pomerantz (1986)
calls Extreme Case formulations, and narratives (Schiffrin, 1996; 2000)—both expert
and parental identities are constructed in talk.

With this, I hope to contribute to the existing body of work on parental identity
construction in interaction, as well as technology and interaction, and finally to link the
two by illuminating the discursive negotiation of identity in relation to technology and
cultural expectations of motherhood in contemporary society. In doing so, I
demonstrate how an expert constructs the relationship between parenting and

technology, what this accomplishes and with what implications for parents.

Analysis

Here, I present five extracts of an interview between PBS talk show host Bill
Moyers and Sherry Turkle, author of Alone Together: Why We Expect More From
Technology and Less From Each Other. I apply positioning theory (Davies & Harré,

1990) to demonstrate how positioning functions to socially construct the ‘role’ of
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parenthood within what the authors refer to as “a subjective history with its attendant
emotions and beliefs” (p. 52). That is, to position oneself as ‘parent’ (or I would suggest
‘good parent’) necessitates familiarity with “the multiple expectations and obligations of
care for children that are entailed” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 52). In other words,
positioning occurs in the shadow of culturally-established ideologies about responsible
parenting. Sacks’ (1989) MIR Device also contributes to my analysis.

Following Davies and Harré (1990, p. 52), the traditional, dramaturgical
metaphor for the social construction of identity in interaction assigns participants
predetermined parts whose lines have already been written. Viewing the self “as a
choosing subject,” however, Davies and Harré (1990) suggest that positioning explains
how participants locate themselves “in conversations according to those narrative forms
with which [they] are familiar” (p. 52), which they call “story lines” (p. 48). Relevant to
this analysis is the concept of “interactive positioning in which what one person says
positions another” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). The particular “story” limits which
positions are made available to participants (p. 52).

Using the “role” of mother as example, Davies and Harré (1990) explain how
positioning relates to “personal understandings and sets of emotions” on the one hand,
and “knowledge of social structures” on the other (p. 52). These “personal
understandings” and “knowledge(s)” are informed by experiences, or “narratives that we
have lived out in relation to particular mothers” (p. 52). So position is both locally and
culturally informed in that participants in interaction draw upon all of these resources
“in constructing the present moment” (p. 44).

Thus while identity in interaction may be viewed as open-ended and ever-

unfolding, with a limitless number of positions available to take up, in actual experience,
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identity “can only be expressed and understood through the categories” that are made
available in interaction (p. 46). I stress here how the discursive expression of identity is
thus limited to recognizable categories in which the self may presently be positioned in a
particular story line.

This is consistent with Sacks’ (1989) contention regarding the MIR Device “that
there is a class of category sets” that “have common properties” (p. 271). Knowledge of
the properties of these categories informs inferences about individual members of such
categories. Likewise, since individuals serve to represent these categories of which they
are members, knowledge about the individual translates to knowledge about the
category. In addition to “making new knowledge,” as Sacks (1989) points out, the MIR
Device also functions as a social control device (p. 273). That is, the notion of
membership is a locally and personally relevant construct. Members of society in
general and of these categories in particular perform “routine monitoring in terms of
these categories” to acquire knowledge both about their own categories and others. All
of this is relevant to this analysis, since these generalizations are powerful and at times,
less-than-conscious (p. 274).

Indeed these categories exert a powerful and pervasive force on both interaction
and the construction of identity. The MIR Device not only sheds light on how
individuals view others, but how they view themselves; it also highlights what
assumptions and generalizations they can be observed to be making about the groups of
which they are, and are not, members.

A related approach which incorporates both positioning and the MIR Device
emphasizes the role of narrative in “the construction and display of our sense of who we

are” (Schiffrin, 1996, p. 168). Schiffrin (1996) finds, “the way we tell our stories also
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reveals a self that exists within a cultural matrix of meaning, beliefs, and normative
practices” (p. 170). This is relevant to the data presented here, as is Schiffrin’s (1996)
observation, “stories about women in families offer a particularly interesting site for...
analyses,” since “the family provides our first set of social relationships” and further, it
“remains a traditional nexus of social life and cultural meaning for many women” (p.
170).

The extract below of the Moyers-Turkle interview is used to demonstrate
precisely how (in what ways) positioning, the MIR Device and narrative function to
discursively construct parent and child identities with respect to technology and family
interaction, and position both in ways that may be recognized as consistent with cultural
ideologies about responsibilities for the care of children.

The first extract occurs near the beginning of the interview. Moyers has
introduced the segment and his guest, Turkle, to the viewing audience. Figure 1 below
shows the physical arrangement of the participants in the interview. Figure 2 shows
Turkle talking; her book is shown to viewers at home. After introducing Turkle, Moyers
previews the YouTube video, “I Forgot My Phone,” in which a young woman without a
cell phone is ignored by those around her (since they are absorbed in their devices).
Following its viewing, Moyers asks for Turkle’s thoughts. Note that her response
proceeds inductively, from broad principles to a very specific conclusion: one with

implications for parents and children.
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\

@ Sherry Turkle
- ALONE TOGETHER

Figure 1. Bill Moyers & Sherry Turkle. Figure 2. Sherry Turkle. “Alone together.”

Extract 1: 02:36-03:29. “If you don’t teach your children.”
8 BM: What are you thinking as you look at that?
9 ST: Well I call it "alone to1gether." That we're-

10 we’re moving to a space (.) wher:e we feel free
11 (.) to- to respo:nd to the three promises that

12 technology now makes us. That we can always
13 be heard (.) that we can be wherever we want to
14 be (.) and that we never have to be alone. And
15 that third tpromise actually is terribly

16 important because I believe that the capacity

17 for solitude is terribly important to develop. I- I
18 > even believe that if you don't teach your

19 children to be alone (.) they'll only know how to
20 > be lonely. And by not developing this capacity
21 for solitude, we're not doing our children a

22 favor.

Here Turkle begins to build her case for the importance of developing what she calls the
capacity for solitude. In her response, Turkle constructs this capacity as ‘developed’ or
learned (not innate). And, Turkle not only emphasizes the importance of, but assigns
responsibility for, developing this capacity in children: She uses the verb develop in line
17 with no stated subject, and teach in line 18 with the generalized referring term you.
Thus, in both instances the subject, parents, is left to inference. Note the choice of
pronoun in reference to children in lines 18 and 19 (your children) and again in line 21
(our children).

The presence of these possessive pronouns denotes ownership or responsibility

for these children; responsibility that is traditionally (culturally) associated with
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parents. Therefore, I suggest here that Turkle’s response positions parents as
responsible for teaching their children to be alone, or to develop the capacity for
solitude. Interestingly, the fulfillment of these responsibilities constitutes doing children
a favor, one which Turkle deems terribly important. I further suggest that in
highlighting the capacity for solitude and assigning responsibility for its development in
children to others (“you” and “we”), Turkle limits what positions parents may take up in
the discourse surrounding technology and family interaction.

Though the following extract appears nearly 14 minutes later in the interview, it
bears striking similarity to Extract 1, above. Here, Turkle has just described “Dinner,” a
television commercial for the Facebook Home app, which was designed to provide
Android users with “an immersive Facebook experience featuring full-screen photos,
status updates, and notifications” (Constine, 2013). The commercial aired nationally,
and is also shown in the interview while she is speaking. In it, a teenager uses her
smartphone to visit the site at dinner with her extended family. As she does, images
from her phone come to life in the room, and she is able to escape what Turkle calls “the
boring bits of human conversation” (line 280).

Once again, positioning theory is useful in illuminating cultural ideologies of
parental responsibility vis a vis children, though once again this is not fully articulated.
Thus, I shift the focus slightly from parental identities to those of children. That is, to fit
into the category ‘child’ is to have to be taught (line 288). As such, the label ‘child’
functions as what Sacks (1989) terms an MIR Device. By linking children and teaching,
Turkle once again implies, but does not state directly, the role of parents in this process.

Figure 3 shows Turkle speaking near the end of Extract 2.
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Figure 3. Turkle. “That’s very serious.”

Extract 2: 17:06-17:47. “Children have to be taught.”

286
287
288
289
290
201
202
203
204
205
206
297
298

9
9

9

... And you have
to sort of work with somebody and get- this is
converfsation. And children have to be taught
and this is why it's a- it's a gift to them to say,
"Put down the device and let's talk." And so
what concerns me as a developmental
psychologist watching children grow in this
new world where being bo:red is something
that never has to be tolerated for a moment.
You can always go someplace where you're
stimulated stimulated stimulated um is that
people are losing that capacity. And that's very
serious.

As noted above, the mandate children have to be taught requires some inference

regarding the category ‘children’ (as innocent or naive, perhaps) and it is precisely these

types of inferences which are informed by knowledge about membership in the category

“child,” as suggested by Sacks (1989). The absence of an agent (by whom must children

be taught?) requires additional inference, namely, that parents must do the teaching

(and these inferences are, I point out, based on understandings of cultural ideologies

about parenting). Sacks’ (1989) MIR Device is useful here in that it illuminates the

inferences underlying this interaction specifically, and interaction in general. Children
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are positioned as lacking knowledge or guidance, and parents as responsible for
providing it, since, as Sacks (1989) finds, the “importance of such a phenomenon is that
it’s not just one category’s view of another, but that knowledge is standardized across
the categories” (p. 276). In other words, parents are expected to perform the “social act”
(Ochs, 1992, 1993) of teaching.

Having thus identified similarities between Extracts 1 and 2, I present below a

summary:

Extract 1 Extract 2

Line(s) Line(s)

16-7 & | “the capacity for solitude” 203, “being bored” “that capacity”

20-1 297

18 “teach your children” 288 “children have to be taught”
(active voice) (passive voice)

21 “doing our children a favor” 289 “it’s a gift to them”

17 “terribly important” 297-8 | “very serious”
(evaluative) (evaluative)

Table 1. Parallel themes from Extracts 1 and 2.

These extracts evidence thematic parallels, as Table 1 demonstrates. “The capacity for
solitude” is mentioned twice in full in the first extract and referenced as “that capacity”
and used synonymously with “being bored” in the second. Turkle makes the MIR
Devices “parent” and “child” relevant by highlighting responsibilities for each, namely,
for “teaching” and “being taught.” This responsibility is then endowed with special
value, as “a favor” and “a gift,” and deemed “important” and “serious.”

The notion of parental responsibility implied in Extracts 1 and 2 is made explicit
in the following extract. Whereas interpretation in the above extracts draws upon a
shared cultural knowledge of the roles of “parent” and “child” to infer responsibility,
Turkle explicates this assumption below. In fact, it is here, only moments before the

conclusion of the interview, that she uses the word “parents” for the first and only time.
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(It is perhaps noteworthy that she uses “mother” only once as well, as seen in line 58 of

Extract 4, and does not use the word “father” at all).

Figure 4. Turkle. “Kitchen, dining room, and the car.”

Extract 3: 30:05-30:43. “I’ve a lot of practical advice for parents.”

512
513
514
515
516
517
518
519
520
521
522
523
524
525
526
527
528

BM: So do you have a couple of practical things that
you would suggest to people about how to use
this technology? Facebook 'n Twitter social
media (.) for happiness and meaning?

ST: > I've a lot of practical advice for parfents (.)
which is to create sacred spaces in your ho:me.

BM: By which you mean-

ST:  Places that are device free. Kitchen dining
room and the car.

BM: Hm.

ST:  You can't introduce this idea when your child is
115 that the car is for chattfing. From the very
beginning kitchen dining room and the car are
places where (1.0) we talk. And you extplain to
your child, "This isn't a you know- this is
important to me (.) we're a family I need to talk
to you. I need to talk to you."

By performing the speech act of asking for advice for “people” (his viewers; lines 512-

515), Moyers positions Turkle as an expert (one from whom advice is to be sought).

Turkle’s response, performing the speech act of giving advice, thus positions her as a

particular kind of person; namely, the kind qualified to advise others, an authority. Yet
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her response essentially fails to answer the question asked in three ways. In the first line
of this extract, Moyers expresses his request in the plural form as a couple of practical
things, yet Turkle supplies only