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“Technology is a significant site of gender negotiations where both masculine and feminine identities are constructed and deconstructed. Technologies are incorporated into our gender identities…feminine or masculine”

(Lohan 2001, p189).

Men seem to have a strong link to technology, “some of the defining characteristics of masculine culture are welded to technology” (Lohan 2001, p189). What I mean by this is men are linked to high-spec, sophisticated technologies, not simple, easy to use domesticated technologies, such as the kettle, the washing machine, or the domestic telephone. These are much more feminised than masculine. Feminist writers have commented that “the computer, by the very nature of its design and interface, is perceived to favour masculine modes of enquiry” (Turnbull 1996). The telephone is a good example of a technology going against the typical stereotype of masculinity. Women have domesticated the phone by including it in the household, using it to maintain relations with friends and family, thereby subverting the original ideas of its design, for business, and other public rather than private matters. Because of its ease of use and its link with feminine identity, it is said to have “become a ‘mundane’ technology” (Lohan 2001, p190). It has now blended in to general living that you don’t even notice it until it rings, and then you don’t think about it, but go straight to answer it. The internet is a “world changing technology [which] has been said to have had its origins in a male world”. It has been described as a “white male playground” that has “no place for women” (Scott et al 2001, p7). By examining how males and female deal with these technologies it will show how gender relates to technology, the different ways it is used and the reasons it is used for.

Studies have shown that women are increasingly using the internet, but according to surveys they are still far behind in comparison to men, the profile of the average internet user being male, under 35, employed, with no children in the household. There have been many theories as to why there are not as many women using the internet. Because women are stereotypically thought to be linked to private life and not represented in the public world, they may have some reservations signing on to what is described as a “new public space or even a new ‘public sphere’” (Scott et al 2001, p12). It has been said that women have less access to the web, and that man are more likely to have jobs that provide access. Also there is a ‘flamed out’ theory that states that male violence is used to “control women’s behaviour, or to exclude women from public spaces entirely” (Scott et al 2001, p11). But this seems a very one sided argument and it has been recorded that both women and men have been intimidated while participating in computer-mediated communication. Also describing women as helpless, that they cannot defend themselves against various responses is one that I am sure women wouldn’t agree to, or is believable. It also assumes that women are a homogeneous group. It is described as being a dangerous place for women to tread. If “cyberspace is so dangerous” women will be discouraged from trying it when “helpless victimization is not the experience of most women”, and there are ways to “control or avoid intimidation and violence” (Scott et al 2001, p12). Women friendly sites have been set up to encourage women to use the internet such as the “Systers, cyber-grrls and other feminist networks” (Scott et al 2001, p9). 
There have always been reported gender differences in the way we communicate. According to communication research “men talk more than women, men tend to interrupt women more often and women encourage and support each others topics more often than men” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p28). But a more asynchronous form of communication such as email, and to a lesser extent chat systems, lacks the physical presence of face-face communication, and so may not follow the same pattern. The “rule of politeness governing face-face conversations seems to be less binding when there is no physical presence” and it is this “bodily presence of individuals [that] leads to a weakening of gender roles” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, pp.28-30). This can lead to ‘flaming’ being fairly common. Miss-understandings can be common, and can lead to unnecessary aggressive behaviour, so you must be careful what you say. Although both men and women have reported being intimidated online “aggressive behaviour favours men” who “dominate conversations” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p28). Men take control of the conversations more often; changing subjects, choosing what questions they want to answer, and are more likely to decide when the conversation ends. Women, similar to face-face conversations, “tend to keep the conversation going…whereas men tend to ignore or criticize utterances by other people” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p29). It is suggested by Herring and Ferris that “men tend to monopolize online communication even when the topic of discussion relates closely to women’s interests and experience” (Scott et al 2001, p11). 

Email is a combination of the “spoken and written language”, it has aspects of both. It can be used for quick responses as you would give in face-face conversations or text messages, or you can write as if composing a letter. Although it can be fairly easy to keep a conversation flowing, sometimes it can get confusing. This can occur because of the lack of cues you would experience face-face, and the time lag that can lead to overlapping. When emails overlap, there can be great confusion, and it has been found that men and women cope differently. “Women refer to other people’s messages more extensively, and they do this, for example, by answering questions more exhaustively” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p38). This is known as ‘aligned’ behaviour, to make sure that the there are no misunderstandings. There are many examples of women asking more personal questions than the men while using email and seems to link to the idea that the private sphere is stereotypically feminised. It is easier to avoid questions using email however, and in the example I looked at the men involved would completely ignore the questions they didn’t want to answer and the conversation moved on without hesitation. In the investigation all 5 of the women answered all of the questions they were asked, whereas only one male answered all of his. In the conversation between two men studies showed “typical macho behaviour” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p40) and predominately used the ‘opposed style’, who would be more likely to “criticize the views of the addressee” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p29).  In studies of women participating in a discussion in a male dominated mailing list they showed signs of the ‘opposed’ variant usually associated with men. Also in the opposite situation men behaved in a more ‘aligned’ state. This “style mixing” shows that these “gender associated styles of communication are not rigid and unchangeable but fluid and elusive” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p29).   

When looking at the results of an investigation of women and men from Edinburgh and Vienna, on average the women sent fewer messages, and the Vienna women sent shorter messages than the Vienna men. Interestingly when asked about how they thought they had done, the women answered that they had replied more times and that their messages were longer. The men also misjudged there part in the conversation, answering that they were far less involved than they actually were. Why don’t these people know how they participated? It seems that they may be acting out stereotypes, that they either feel they should adhere to, or that were actually built in through childhood, and pressure from society. Either they are stereotypes, or they are trying to hide behind them, a man who admits that he likes to communicate frequently and lengthily may feel that it takes something away form his masculinity, that he is more feminine. Connell says in his 1987 publication ‘Gender and Power’ that men who “identify with such technologies may have some difficulty meeting definitions of ‘hegemonic masculinity’” (Lohan 2001, p190). Whether sexual preference is an issue would be an interesting and important investigation. I would expect that the stereotypical gay male would be involved more, but in reality I don’t think that it would make much difference. 

Overall there were “no significant gender differences in email-mediated problem- solving” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p42) and conventional stereotypes of gender roles which portray women as emotional and men as rational are misleading” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p29). Maybe the cues that are gained by being in a face-face conversation are important to re-enforce gender stereotypes. It has been suggested that “gendered strategies that benefit men are disrupted by asynchronous communication” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p42). Although the results showed less difference between the sexes than the stereotype suggests there were more differences in single pair conversations and these lead to the conclusion that “while gross gender stereotypes are weakened in email exchanges, they are not displaced” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p42). However the lack of gender difference may be due to the fact that only private forms of communication were investigated. In “public discussion forums such as mail lists, peer and group effects may still act to reinforce stereotyped styles, even in the absence of bodily presence” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p42). Like face-face conversations the turn-taking process is very important in online communication, but to measure this both people must have the same “social status and power” (Michaelson and Pohl 2001, p37). If the power distribution is uneven the conversation will be unbalanced. Flaming is a good example of a way of gaining power over someone, and influencing them. It is less about being masculine and more about control, and that’s why it affects both men and women. Recently the line dividing public and private lives and its gendered associations are becoming increasingly unstable. More women are entering full time work, and the mobile phone “has proved to be a valuable aid ‘for mothering at a distance’” (Turnbull 1996). Integrating the computer into the home now allows public activities to be done privately. “The home therefore becomes a space where public and private intersect as new technologies are used for a variety of different purposes” (Turnbull 1996).

Cyberstalking can frighten people from entering chat systems long-term. “Central to the concept is the use of power” (Adam 2001, p214). It involves “inequalities in power” which are often “gendered” (Adam 2001, p210). The victims are mainly women, but are also men, and usually the perpetrator will hide behind false identities, always in control. Gender-switching is one way of expressing the control one has in cyberspace. Both men and women switch genders, and by doing so create a persona that allows you to experience the differences between the sexes, how they communicate and also they can distance themselves easily if need be. 

As I mentioned earlier the domestic telephone is, in contrast to the computer, stereotypically feminine. Women value the telephone above other domestic technologies because of “a greater need for affiliation or because they are more dependent on social cues and feedback” (Chandler 1994). Ann Moyal’s study of Australian women found that the telephone is an important connection to friends and family, offering women the “pleasure of emotional enjoyment” (Chandler 1994). In fact, it was recorded that the women could talk about more intimate things over the phone than in person. “Moyal’s survey evidence suggests that ongoing telephone communication between female family members…contributes significantly to their sense of well being, security and self-esteem” (Wale and Gillard 1994). Men have been recorded to favour technologies which offer “alternatives to social contact”, and consider the telephone as an “invasion of their home space by work” (Chandler 1994). The mobile phone has further blurred the line between home and work.

My experience with my mobile is quite different to that reported in a few of the investigations I have studied. It has been called “that twilight area between public and private…an extension of the public world when used by men, an extension of the private world when used by women” (Shade 2000). For me the mobile is something I use to keep in contact with family and friends.  I usually phone home, rather than get called, mainly because of the poor reception in Aberystwyth, but I do so regularly and mostly just to chat. Dad will speak to me for a short while, before passing the phone on to one of my sisters or my mum, but its not that he feels uneasy, its just we run out of things to say. This happens with all of my family, and its not gender related, although I do usually end up speaking to my mum for longer as the conversation gets dragged out longer than it needs to be. My mum is just as happy to pass on the [phone fairly quickly when she feels the conversations over, which can be annoying if I have rung to discuss something important. In contrast to the research I often feel stressed out after talking to my mum more than anyone else. According to research many young men will “turn the phone on and let it run for a while” especially while talking to there mothers, they would “just have to agree occasionally and let her go. Just follow the tone of her voice” (Lohan 2001, p195). One guy describes how he identifies with his father. “My Dad is the same as me anyway. He doesn’t like the phone” (Lohan 2001, p195). This looks like another built in masculinity that has been passed from father to son, and from pressure form society. This stubborn masculinity seems old-fashioned as it won’t allow some men to embrace the phone. In the studies males seemed more uncomfortable with the phone, and older males were noticbly discomforted. It was a presence in the household, a stranger that was not fully integrated into older males’ general lifestyle. One older male would go to brush his hair before making a call, and most males would stand while making the call, even when there was a seat positioned next to the phone. A man of 50 said that the phone used to be important to him when he was running his construction business but “he rarely used the phone now” (Lohan 2001, p191). Now he was concerned with receiving calls from his sons and daughters who are living abroad. For him it was “fatherhood which defined the importance of the telephone” (Lohan 2001, p192). Similar uses were given by the women, who also thought of the telephone as a tool to bring distant family close, using the analogy of the telephone being a metaphorical umbilical chord. To young males the telephone, however, “is simply not an instrument of family communication but is used to appease his mother” (Lohan 2001, p195). This may be due to generational differences. An Elderly male who lived with a partner had a strong division in communication effort, “she does it and he doesn’t”, including to the kids of an old marriage. “One I don’t like it and two she loves it so why interfere?” (Lohan 2001, p197). He believed in strong differences between men and women in communication duties and that these are “instinctive”, that “maybe society reinforces it but they are born with this difference” (Lohan 2001, p197). He felt that by taking on “feminine work”, it would lead to questions about his gender identity, or as he described it, “the feeling of not knowing ‘which side of the fence’ he was on” (Lohan 2001, p200). The younger couple had more similar communication habits and interests, although the male said that he makes shorter task orientated calls. From this one could conclude that maybe generational differences play a large part, if he hadn’t ended by describing his calls as being “very different to the calls which his wife makes to her family” (Lohan 2001, p199). By saying that he creates gender differences, making his wife’s telephone use sound mostly unnecessary. Maybe he feels that there needs to be a (perceived) difference between them. Lohan’s studies have found that even “though men’s description of their usage is quite similar to that of women’s, they construct their usage as being nonetheless different to women’s” (Lohan 1997). On average men give an “objective reason” for a call and unlike women will not “admit to calling ‘for the sake of it’”. This type of “instrumental” call has become associated with men, while the “person-orientated” call has become associated with women, even though “the majority of calls for both men and women remain instrumental” (Lohan 1997). 

There are many suggested reasons why older men feel very different about the phone. Firstly because some may not have grown up with a phone in the house and it may feel strange. But it may go deeper than that. Because some older men may not involve themselves overly in daily communication, in the “ideology of small talk” they may become uninvolved in telephone communication in everyday life. “If men’s voices are not part of that everyday life, it is harder to be part of the domestic phone” (Lohan 2001, p196). The fathers were happy to get calls from their children living away from home but “much less willing to, or less sure about, actively taking on the labour of communication” (Lohan 2001, p196). They are locked into the traditions of the past, and don’t actively engage as much as there wife’s. They were “not quite sure how to undo traditional masculinity. Nor…were they quite sure they wanted to” (Lohan 2001, p196).

I can conclude that technologies can have strong bonds with genders. The original reason for specific technologies, however, can be adapted for both sexes to do whatever is required. For example, the telephone has been adapted by women from its original idea of a business tool, to a device to communicate socially with friends and family.  Livingstone suggests women tend to use technologies that are convenient and that can help socialise, the “dishwasher is valued because it saves time and effort…whilst the telephone is important for maintaining social networks between family and friends” (Turnbull 1996). But this is not a strict dividing line and there are many examples of women who want technologies for masculine functions and men who want technology for feminine reasons. That said women still rely on the telephone as it “fulfils important personal needs” (Shade 2000). Rakow describes the telephone as “symptom, possibility, weapon, companion, tool, and lifeline” (Shade 2000). As younger generations of men are replacing the old, there is a gradual change in the pattern of the use of phones for social calls. The difference between the sexes in my opinion was never as great as it was documented because most men just would not admit to making some calls just for the sake of it. Now that mobile phones have taken off dramatically, and for teenagers it is the thing to have, more and more men will grow up talking. The difference in communications technology use between the sexes will continue to get smaller, and men may start to depend on communicating socially with others more, be it on the internet on online chat systems, or on the phone. With more and more women working full-time they will also be using the communications technology for business and related matters. I do believe still however that the phone will continue to hold an important role for women, and “womentalk” will be “an important role in their lives” (Shade 2000). 
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