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Preface

I was 21 years old the first time I had anything to do with a computer.
The year was 1991 and I had just started my education, which for the
first two years was within business administration. The computer class
was called EDB (electronic data processing) the first year and ADB
(administrative data processing) the next. We did not receive any
introduction to the computers, but were put in front of it and expected to
make some kind of programs. We were two in front of each computer.
My partner knew as little computing as I did. Most of all I remember it
as being a funny laugh. The teacher standing by the blackboard talking
about stuff we did not understand at all and us not even being able to
figure out how to switch the computer on.

After some time we managed better, but I never fully
comprehended what was going on during the classes. I do not remember
this as being a painful experience. It was most of all just very confusing
and not the least bit interesting. There was only one computer lab at
school, so most of the lectures took place in a normal classroom. The
teacher was explaining on the blackboard. It was hard to get any time in
front of the computer at all, and I did not have a computer at home, so I
was not left with much chance of developing an understanding. The
exam, as well, was a written one. It did not go very well, but considering
how little I actually understood I did not do too badly. The second year I
do not think we even used a computer. It was just a theoretical
computing class. I did a lot better in that one, but I still did not have any
clue as to what I could use a computer for.

The following year I decided to continue my education at the
university and get a degree in Sociology. In the years that followed I got
to know the computer little by little. I bought my first computer in
January 1995. It was a used one that my sister-in-law had had for a
couple of years. First of all I learned how to use a word processor. We
needed to write our assignments on a computer, so I took a one-day class
to learn how to use a word processing program. Later on I also learned to
use a statistics package for a class in multivariate analysis. For the next
four years I continued using the computer as a typewriter and a tool to
help me do statistics that I needed in order to do quantitative analysis.

At some point in early ‘96 or late '95 I was given an e-mail
account at the university. I had a couple of friends that lived abroad or in
other cities, so mainly I e-mailed them. My private PC was not online so
I only got to use my mail when going to the labs at the universities,
which were usually rather crowded. Every now and then I would also



look up a web-site to get some information for my work. During that
time I never just played around on the computer. I always had a task that
needed to be done.

I started on my Ph.D. in the summer of 1998. I got to decide what
kind of computer I wanted at work, I got my own office and I was able to
be online all the time. This ended up being a major change for my
relationship with computers. [ started playing around on my computer
and could spend hours and days just trying out something new. Because
of the theme of my thesis I also felt this really useful and felt I could
spend time getting better knowledge. I surfed around on the Internet
looking for interesting sites, sometimes rather randomly, but one link
usually led to another and I found a lot of interesting stuff,

One day I went to try out a program called Active Worlds that
someone had told me about. This is a program were you get an avatar to
walk around with and write messages. You can fly, jump, dance, and
decide what sex you want to be, what kind of clothes to wear, and such.
The very first time I tested it out I was flirting rather heartily with a guy
and could not understand why both he and the other people in the room
could not stop laughing. I told them it was my first time in there and
asked what was so funny. It turned out I had forgotten to decide what sex
to be and that I was therefore dressed in a male body using a female
strategy trying to chat up another man.

However, the program did not fascinate me to a great extent
because the conversation was really boring. It felt like the others were a
lot younger than me and it was mostly a place were people said ‘hi’ and
‘goodbye’. To try starting a conversation I wrote something about men
and masculinity. I do not really remember what it was but it was rather
provocative. One person responded, while the other thought it was a
really lame issue to discuss. I ended up having a pretty interesting
discussion with this person and when I had to leave he asked me if I had
ICQ. I had never heard about it, but he told me where to download it and
gave me his ICQ-number. After that I started chatting with him on the
ICQ. Some days we would chat for hours. I also got in touch with lots of
other people, mostly from Europe or the USA. This way of using the
computer really fascinated me and I felt a need to spend a lot more time
in front of it than I had done before.

After having spent some time getting to know a lot of new people
you get tired of that. You stick to the ones you have already met and feel
like getting to know them better, In many ways you feel an urge to meet
them face to face to get a step further in the relationship. Because most
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of the people I talked with were living far away, this was not possible so
little by little we lost contact. However, I still keep in touch with the very
first person I met. He lives in Australia, but came to Scandinavia on
holiday in 2000. He then came to see me in Oslo and stayed with me for
a couple of days. It was a fun experience finally meeting someone you
had talked with for so many years.

In the middle of December 1999 I visited dagbladet.snakk for the
first time, a channel administrated by the Norwegian newspaper
Dagbladet. I wanted to try out a more ‘local’ chat channel so that I could
be able to meet people face to face. For me it is necessary to see and
‘feel” people to really feel that I am getting to know them. My first visits
to dagbladet.snakk were rather boring, but very soon I started to feel at
home and got to know people little by little. The final breakthrough came
when I went to meet some of the others just a few weeks after I started
there. Being able to meet and see the people behind the nick were of
great importance and made chatting even more fun. It is now three years
since I started out at dagbladet.snakk. I have spent an endless amount of
hours there and have met a large amount of interesting and fun people.
Quite a few I have become friends with. What I find most fascinating
about chatting is the way it has given me an opportunity to meet people
that in many ways are very different from me. People I would not have
gotten to know if it was not been for the technology. In addition to
making friends, the chat has been important to my work. I have had the
opportunity to discuss my findings here, which has given me help when
analysing my material. I have also gotten to know other academics that
have been into the same fields of research as myself.

My relationship with the computer has moved through three
phases. The first phase was really about not having a relationship. I did
some computing, made databases, even made some programs. But I did
not really understand what I was doing or why I did it. The computer did
not give me any pleasure and I did not see what I needed it for. In phase
two I looked at the computer as a tool. I used it to send e-mail, I got
information I needed for work, I used it to do quantitative analysis and as
a writing tool. The computer never fascinated me, and I did not spend
more time in front of it than I had to in order to do my tasks.

In the last phase, which I am still in, the computer has become an
object of huge importance to me. Not just as a tool, but also as a
companion through life. I spend hours in front of the computer every
day. When I lived in the states I read Norwegian newspapers and kept in
touch with friends and family at home, either by e-mail or chat. I also
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had net-meetings with my nephew who was four years old at the time
and could not write. My brother put him in front of the web-camera and
we would use our voices to talk to each other through the computer.
Because of the camera I was able to see him. However, he complained
that he could not see me since I had not bought a camera. Today I keep
my diary at the computer, so that I can be reminded when there is
something I need to do. When I feel like listening to some music I use
the computer to play music. I am always online when I am at work, and
during the day I chat with friends that could either be sitting at the other
side of this university or at MIT. I look up and book things like train-
and air-tables, check out what movies to see and buy tickets or get
information about other things.

In many ways I have done a lot of identity work through my
computer. Getting to know people that way, gives you a totally different
opportunity to present yourself. My way of using the medium has always
been to try to present ‘the right’ image of myself. But that leaves you
with the question, who am I and what do I say to give people this
information. You become very much aware of how you say things. What
you say and how you act becomes so visible when you can only write it,
and do not have your body and facial expressions to help you out. It has
been an interesting experience that has been important to me as a person,
as well as to me as a researcher in order to make me able to better
understand my research field.

Trondheim, September 7 2002,
Hege Nordli
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