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New technologies are not only transforming workplace practices in familiar settings They are
also finding their way into the types of "exotic" locales which have traditionally been of
interest to anthropologists. This paper presents an ethnographic analysis of technologically
mediated communication in one such atypical setting, among a grassroots group of activists
from the Navajo Indian Reservation in the southwestern United States. As this case
illustrates, mere access to technology does not solve all of the problems such groups face in
terms of empowerment, access to resources for action, and coordination. The discursive
practices embodied in technological design may perpetuate the relations of dominance and
subordination which characterize interactions between "marginalized" groups and
"mainstream" organizations, and force groups into forms of organization which they find
inappropriate

Introduction

Not long ago, a fax was sent from the deep among the douglas firs in Oregon to a home
built in the forests of junipers and ponderosa pines high in the mountains on the Navajo
Indian Reservation in Arizona The fax predicted

The grassroots network of the future will be a virtual organization with virtual members It will

exist 1n cyberspace - everywhere and nowhere Its currency will be information, and 1ts location a
collection of E-mail addresses and fax numbers

The very presence. of this message seemed proof of its own veracity. CSCW, it
appears, is coming out of the labs, academic settings and offices where it was developed
and winding up in some unusual places As grassroots organizations, people from non-
Western societies, and other users gradually gain access to these technologies, current
1ssues may be viewed 1n a new hght, and unanticipated problems will inevitably anse As
new users bring increased diversity with regards to cultural and linguistic backgrounds,
approaches to work, and attitudes towards technology, applying the concepts of
participatory design and the democratizing of information may become increasingly
difficult but all the more important

This paper analyzes the use of information and communications technologies by one
such non-prototypical group It represents an attempt to further develop two related lines
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of investigation which have concerned CSCW researchers in the past, that 1s, heterogeneity
and power in cooperative networks Much research in CSCW has demonstrated the fact
that cooperative work "in real world settings" is marked by considerable heterogeneity with
respect to orientation and approaches to work (Kling, 1980 Schmidt & Bannon, 1992)
Closely related has been the awareness that cooperative work can be affected by significant
differences in the respective statuses of participants Work in CSCW and in Participatory
Design (PD) has emphasized the goal of democratizing the computing process (e g,
Schuler & Namioka, 1993) Participatory design has pointed out that workers' knowledge
and multiculturalism in the workplace provide valuable sources for information and
innovation (eg, Greenbaum, 1992) Many discussions in CSCW have likewise
emphasized the importance of empowering end users and democratizing information (e g,
Clement, 1990) Analyses of power in CSCW have in this respect primarily focused on
issues of organizational relations dealing with information flow, the ability to make or
implement technology choices, and local autonomy in the conduct of work (cf Schmudt &
Bannon, 1992)

For this discussion, I would like to examine heterogeneity and power in cooperative
networks from a shghtly different perspective, one which is currently fairly popular in
anthropological discussions of "hegemony”, based on such analyses of power as Gramsci
(1992) and Foucault (1973, 1977) Ethnographers have demonstrated that relations of
power can be constructed through "discursive practice" (cf Goodwin, 1994), that is,
through the practices associated with the construction of knowledge Since one's "choice
of representations limits the sorts of inferences that make sense" (Hutchins, 1995 82), the
construction of knowledge is always - and necessarily - subject to limitations on what can
be said, by whom, and in what way (cf Foucault, 1973) Power and the construction of
knowledge are in this respect inseparable

Discursive practice can include more than simply spoken discourse, encompassing as
well the way a group constructs and employs all sorts of representational artifacts and
media As many have pointed out with regards to technology (cf Norman and Draper,
1986, Suchman, 1987, Adler & Winograd, 1992) the design of technological artifacts can
embody particular practices that may or may not be suited to the people who wind up
using them Furthermore, as Brown & Duguid (1994) point out, communities may adopt
"border conventions", standards of practice which allow people to derive meaning from
more than just "what is said" by an artificc When artifacts and therr accompanying
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practices are used to connect interactants from divergent communities, the result may be a
dtuation in which one participant is forced to adopt the practices of the other, at the
expense of his or her own standards My concern here is thus "How do the discursve
practices embodied in technologies for cooperative work construct relations of
dominance?'

Thisisnot to say that the problem of conflicting discursive practices is solely the result
of new technologies "Culture collison" has been a part of the human experience probably
for as long as there have been peoples coming in contact who spesk different languages
and hold different beliefs The problem has about a five hundred year history for the
indigenous peoples in the America The history of Indian relations with Eruopean
colonizers is often thought of as somehow "complete”, as if early conquests and the
violent contact precipitated by the doctrine of "manifest destiny” were somehow played
out However, for many Indian people, the history of relations - and conflict - with the
Euro-American politica and economic system is il in progress Part of this story liesin
the different approaches to communication which characterize relations between Indian
and non-Indian people As many researchers have shown, interactiona differences in face
to face settings - for example, in turn-taking norms, in the structuring of discourse, in the
lengths of pauses speakers usualy take between utterances or between turns a talk - can
serve to disadvantage many Native American speakers in conversational situations with
non-Indians, especidly middle class Euro-Americans These patterns have been shown to
be farly consstent among people of different North American tribes (e g, Philips, 1983,
Scollon and Scollon, 1981, Hymes, 1974) Discursive practices have in these situations
been clearly shown to afect the construction of power in interactions, as wel as the
evaluations which participants make of each other  But even while the problem is not
new to technology use, it bears renewed interest from a CSCW perspective It isobvioudy
important to technology users coming from a marginalized community, since foreign ways
of representing information can present a barrier to cooperation, or perpetuate their own
subordination  This issue may be of interest to CSCW research as wdll, since it illustrates
what Anderson (1994) considers aprimary goal of ethnography in CSCW research, that is,
to understand the "play of rationalities’ that occurs when loca and non-local practices
collide. As technologies become dispersed, and are used to facilitate interaction among
ever more heterogeneous networks, assumptions about what constitute "natural” forms of
interaction may be increasingly called into question The concerns of local communities of



