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Between Stability and Instability – a Project about e-Democracy 
“There are differences in the mode of travelling, the reason for the trip, the point of departure and destination, in the 
places through which one will pass, the speed, the means, the vehicle, the obstacles to be overcome, in what space and 
time.” (Serres & Latour, 1995, p. 111). 
  
1. Introduction – Unfolding the project 

The aim of this article is to present, analyse and diffract1 a project called „KomInDu‟ conducted in 2003 in a 
municipality in south-eastern Sweden. The project was defined in the project application as an e-democracy 

project: “The starting point is our own and others‟ experiences of e-democracy […]”2, with a special focus on 
activating citizens to communicate and interact with the municipality via the web site constructed by 
the project: “[…] Based on democratic values, the project is aiming to develop and evaluate methods for citizens‟ 
communication with the municipality. Questions, answers and opinions of local municipal interest are going to be 

highlighted […]”3 
 
My point of departure is the technology part of the project, as expressed in the project application:  
“[…] using Open24 as the development [software] platform in co-operation with Blekinge Institute of Technology and 
the software company Your Voice in order to work towards better and better applications […] in adaptable web 

interfaces […]”4.  
 
I will discuss the process of constructing the web site for the project as the „case‟. The focus is on how the concerns of 
the communication and interaction to be conducted on the planned web site were interpreted during the 
project discussions. The overall theme of the first part of the article is how the project was striving towards 
stability and how this stability was constructed in ongoing negotiations during the time the project had at its disposal. 
How did the project travel in order to reach its goal – the construction of the web site? The story of 
the construction work is intentionally long in order to follow the line of negotiations that moves 
between stability and instability. 
 
Then I will discuss how the word „democracy‟ worked and was worked with during the project. The starting point is 
the project articulation: “[…] Based on democratic values, the project is aiming to develop and evaluate methods for 

citizens‟ communication with the municipality”.5 I want to explore what kind of contribution the notions of 
stability and instability can make to the democracy negotiations of the project.  
 

                                                 
1 The figuration of diffraction comes from Donna Haraway (1997, 2000). Christina Mörtberg (2003) writes: “Diffraction that elucidates how 

visions and dreams are kept alive, along with various meanings created in local practices […]”  (p. 65) 

2 The project application dated 31 January 2003 

3 ibid 

4 ibid 

5 ibid 
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The final discussion concerns the hyphen between the letter „e‟ and the word „democracy‟. I will ask in what way the 
project was able to bring together the two parts of the project (e and democracy). My intention is to explore what 
happened in the hyphen space in between. I conclude the article with the question: was the project able to 
stabilise and integrate the two themes. Is this marriage even possible? Are technology („e‟) and democracy 
entities that are generally eager to communicate with each other? Does the hyphen suggest that the 
„artful integration‟ (Suchman, 2002) is necessary and also possible? How does it then become possible? 
The underlying approach in my article is to regard e-democracy as a process, co-habited by several heterogeneous 
actors in collaboration, where all of them are ordered in a number of diverse arrangements. 
 
Another aspect that intensifies the complexity of the project is the number of actors. The official project 
partners as defined in the project application were the municipality of Ronneby, Blekinge Institute of 
Technology, the software company Your Voice and later on also the advertising company Sirius. 
Thus, the project was a multiperspective experiment due to the participating actors coming from both 
the public sector (the municipality and the university) and the private sector (the software company 
and the advertising company). The project was a combined research and development project 
incorporating a number of heterogeneous perspectives. The competences and practices from two 
municipal departments (the department of spatial planning and the municipal information office) co-
operated with those of a variety of academic disciplines (computer science, informatics, spatial 
planning and feminist technoscience studies) and the competences and practices of the participating 
companies (computer programming, web design and „journalistic writing‟). From the very outset, the 
technology in the shape of the Open24 software was also an actor enrolled in the project as well as 
the spatial planning: “[…] Spatial planning, in connection with the comprehensive spatial plan, housing and citizen 

services are the main issues […]”6, in the shape of the proposal for the comprehensive spatial plan, 
created in a process that had taken place several years before the KomInDu project. How did the 
heterogeneous actors participate in the stabilisation processes when shaping the project with its 
special focus on activating citizens to exercise their citizenship by communicating and interacting on 
the project web site? 
 
In the following section, I will present the analytical orderings I have chosen to adopt in order to find 
a way to organise and structure the process of the project and thereby also the story about the project. 
 
2. Analytical orderings 
This paper is based on my own experiences as a research participant in the KomInDu project, 
interviews with the other project participants, notes based on the recorded project meetings and 
workshops, and videotapes from the workshops. During the project time, questions concerning and 
connected to the issue of stability, such as „What is happening?‟, „Is anything really happening?‟, „How 
far have we come?‟, „Is the project stable enough?‟, „Why do things sometimes feel unstable in a 
negative way?‟, „Why is there so much talking?‟, „Is all this talking really adding anything valuable to 
the project?‟, „How should the web site be constructed?‟ were hanging in the air. There was a strange 
texture of anxieties, frustration, but also a strong feeling of meaningfulness and importance present in 
the project. The project seemed to have many facades, contradictions, stories and voices all layered 
into each other.  
 
But what were these different layers all about? Or were they really different layers, in the sense of: 
were they stories that could be told separately from one another? If so, it would mean that there had 
actually been several projects going on within the KomInDu project. This solution feels both correct 
and incorrect. If you only look at the interface of the web site that the project designed and 
constructed, it is quite likely that much of the project work is not visible. We see only a frozen 
snapshot. Inspecting the web site, you would conclude that the project cannot have been that 

                                                 
6 Project application dated 31 January 2003 
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challenging. Surely creating a web site can‟t be all that difficult, can it? This seems to be one of those 
thousands and thousands of IT projects that are taking place all over. However, having taken part in 
the project meetings, workshops and discussions with the participants, it is obvious that the project 
had several layers. My next step is to find and choose ways of sharpening my perspective in order to 
move on from these initial vague, unfocused feelings 
 
Complexities 
Annemarie Mol and John Law write: “How might complexities be handled in knowledge practices, non-
reductively, but without at the same time generating ever more complexities until we submerge in chaos?” (Law & Mol, 
2002, p. 1). How to take care of the complexity of the project because there is an obvious risk that 
you will end up presenting a text that follows the typical story line of academic texts, which “…make 
smooth schemes that are more or less linear, with a demonstrative or an argumentative logic in which each event follows 
the one that came before….”(Mol & Law, 2002, p. 3). Once more, I borrow the words of Annemarie Mol 
and John Law when they ask: “How might a simple text respect complexities?” (Mol & Law, 2002, p. 6). 
How can one write the complexity, phrasing it in words that make it possible to tell a story of a 
project in a way that is easy enough to follow – even for a person who did not participate in the 
project – and at the same time keep the messiness, the uncertainties. How to oscillate in the writing 
process? 
 
But what is this complexity Mol and Law are writing about? Do they provide means, threads and 
challenges to the issue of layered writing? One direction is suggested that is important and interesting 
for my purpose. According to Mol and Law, complexity can be analysed from perspectives of 
multiplicity which “is thus about coexistences at a single moment.” (Mol & Law, 2002, p. 8). First movement 
is taken: from messiness via complexity to multiplicity. Parallel to asking what complexity is, I have to 
ask how multiplicity can be understood and interpreted? The rather cryptic answer is offered: “[to be] 
more than one but less than many” (Mol & Law, 2002, p. 11). Things might be brought or kept together by 
several orderings that meet, and in this meeting a “complexity is created” (Mol & Law, 2002, p. 11).  
 
This suggests that things that might at first glance be understood as contradictions and separate units 
were actually working together in the project and where different positions were woven together in 
very sophisticated ways. Sometimes things were the same, sometimes they argued with each other, 
and went apart and sometimes they met at one point, interfering with and influencing each other, at 
the same time both keeping their shapes and changing them. The project could be both-and, not 
either-or. The contradictions were not to be overcome, instead had to be accepted and even 
appreciate living within them (see e. g. Mörtberg, 1997). This is the first analytical ordering.  
 
Stability and instability 
The second way to analytically order the project is to think how stability and instability are shaped and 
created in heterogeneous processes. How and when get processes stabilised, and what does it take to 
stabilise them? Do stable processes tolerate instability, and does every divergence mean disturbance? 
Are stability and instability always counter-partners? Is stability always something positive by 
definition and therefore instability always something negative by definition? Because these questions 
have been and still are central to Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and its further development, 
sometimes called Actor-Network Theory and After (ANTa), they provide frames and perspectives for 
understanding and exploring the notions of stability and instability. Much of the research using these 
approaches has focused on projects and processes with special attention on boundary drawings 
and/or movements and/or between stability and instability. 
 
ANT suggests that the stability of various networks is based on committed and reliable enrolled 
actors, translations, negotiations and agreements of the goal(s) and immutable internal network 
relations (see e. g. Callon, 1986, Law, 1986). Stability building is the very issue for networks. But what 
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about instability? One has to go beyond the traditional ANT approach to find a perspective beyond 
stability or expand understanding of the notion of stability. Is all stability always something positive in 
itself? Are network relations always stable, and if not does it mean that the network breaks down? 
What the later development of ANT, Actor-Network Theory and After (ANTa), suggests is that there 
is space for change, tensions and turbulence. Aspects that do not by definition increase the negative 
instability of the network, but which actually make the network more flexible and elastic. What we get 
is a more nuanced matrix of the stability and instability. In some situations stability is the issue and 
instability something to avoid, but in some situations instability is the issue and stability something to 
avoid. In other words, how do stability and instability interplay and interrelate to each other? The 
second analytical ordering.  
 
3. Stabilising the project or Working with the letter ‘e’  
The goal of the project was to construct and publish a web site, called Vision Ronneby 
(www.vision.ronneby.se). The initial discussions about the web site started to circle around precisely 
the themes of communication and interaction. Questions, ideas and suggestions were formulated in 
regular project meetings. 
 
Negotiating communication – building up the web site 
Already at the first project meeting with participants from the two participating municipal offices and 
the different university departments at the end of February 2003, discussions were initialised 
concerning what communication and interaction in the project context could be and how 
communication and interaction could be shaped on the project web site. 
 
Voices from the meeting expressed the view once again that the overall goal for the KomInDu 
project was to develop communication with the citizens. Sincere wishes were articulated by the civil 
servants at the municipal office for spatial planning: “We want to have discussion, the thing we dislike most is 
silence, it is good if we get opinions, it gives us cause to act, this is a way to create dialogue.” (Project meeting, 27 
February 2003) 
 
Discussion and dialogue were the consensus of the meeting. But in the same breath, some of the 
project members articulated possible complications caused or raised by and in the web-based 
communication: “If the dialogue is between one single person and the web site, should these contributions be based on 
e-mail communication or should all contributions be published on the web? There are problems with people between the 
ages of 30 and 40 years: they never respond, unless you tread on somebody‟s toes; there are diverse opinions about how 
quickly and how thoroughly the questions asked should be answered; it may be difficult to influence the comprehensive 
spatial plan.” (Project meeting, 27 February 2003) 
 
Nevertheless, the trajectory was mutual for all the actors participating in the discussion, namely to 
create a place on the Internet for communication and that the communication should be about the 
spatial plan, as expressed in the project application: „[…] to take the point of departure from the Ronneby 
municipal spatial comprehensive plan, which is under construction. Alternative parts of the spatial plan will be selected 

and presented on the Internet and they can be discussed, illustrated and commented.”7  
 
The trajectory of the first project discussion, which took place in February, was to obediently follow 
the goal defined in the project application. Although this was not as unproblematic as it might sound. 
Opening up the spatial plan for discussion in a digital space proved to be a problematic issue. 
Negotiation was ongoing. 
 

                                                 
7 Project application dated 31 January 2003 

http://www.vision.ronneby.se/
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The discussion was continued ten days later when the representatives from the municipality and the 
university met the software company Your Voice. The company had developed a web-based 
platform, called Open24, which the municipality had already tested and used in an earlier project 
“Val2002” [Election 2002]. At an early stage in this meeting, two questions of interest were raised in 
connection with discussing communication on the web: the issue of communication identified in the 
previous meeting and a new issue concerning presentation of the spatial plan on the project web site: 
 
“How can one present and form information from the comprehensive spatial plan on the Internet as a complementary 
channel and way? ” 
“And what about communication? How can we open up the discussion for the public? And also for organisations?” 
(Voices from the meeting, 7 March 2003) 
  
In addition to the human representatives of the participating organisations (the municipality, the 
university and the software company), the meeting was also attended by one of the non-human 
project members, namely the web based platform Open24. Indeed, it was there by special invitation: 
the software was one of the members mentioned in the original project application and was therefore 
invited to participate in the project. Open24 offered special experiences and opinions in the 
discussion about communication on the web site. The platform Open24 talked about the readymade 
and available web-based modules that could be used for communication. A new problematisation that 
later on was present in almost all the discussions concerning the web site popped up, namely: „Should 
the project demand that the web site users should register, i.e. fill in a form with information such as name, address and 

telephone number before they are allowed to use the communication modules?‟8 This alternative was juxtaposed or 
opposed to the possible misuse of the web site if users were allowed to use the communication 
channels anonymously. Doubts of all kind were formulated, indicating that the ease of 
communication as presented in the project application was starting to show cracks, and time was 
needed for further negotiations. The trajectory of the project was still given and closed: the web site. 
The issue under consideration was the issue of communication.  
  
How did the discussion go one week later, in the middle of March 2003, after the meeting with the 
company Your Voice and the web platform Open24? A new meeting was organised with participants 
from the municipal information office, the department of spatial planning and the university. The 
meeting was still about communication. A voice reminded that consensus had not been reached 
among the project members concerning communication, stating: “The project is about communication. We 

have to make up our minds: what do we mean by communication?”9 Some new ingredients were making an 
entrance. The openness of the discussion was slowly but surely being limited, when the project 
members started to comment that “We have to decide what we want to test here. What is it that the project wants 

to give answers to? The things we are reaching for must lead the project forward.” 10 No more talking but 
decisions, seemed to be the appeal or the command. No more detours, back to the track. Order and 
discipline. Questions became more focused. The discussion was no longer about communication in 
general, but was more connected to the spatial plan. The talk became more focused when the 
direction of the discussion moved from communication in general to the spatial plan in particular, and 
even more precisely also to how the plan should be presented on the web. Here, the stabilisation 
became visible: from open to more focused discussions and from communication to information 
(although the communication theme was not excluded entirely. The original invitation, the project 
application, was not negotiable as a whole, which still lent legitimacy to the communication talk.) 

                                                 
8 A voice from the project meeting 5 March 2003 

9 A voice from the project meeting 13 March 2003 

10 A voice from the project meeting 13  March 2003 
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However, new words started to emerge in this project meeting: easier, more effective, modules, 
system, spatial plan, decision. 
  
One can start to anticipate what was happening in the communication debates. Suddenly the 
technology was starting to play a more precise and active role in the discussions. Although the project 
members were talking about communication and information, they now invited technology to join in 
these discussions to a greater degree. Where the project members had previously expressed loose and 
vague questions about the possible problems when creating communication, technology started to 
give proper and distinct answers: „identification control, a discussion forum, a question forum, more effective and 

easier‟.  11 Technology, in the guise of Open24 in this specific context, started to act as a strong 
stabilising actor. But it also started to set limits. Other boundary transgressions also participated in the 
discussion: “Is the web site mostly about providing information about the spatial plan or is the aim to have discussions 

and dialogue about the plan?12, was one of the discussion issues. An actor that was always lurking in the 
background was administration. Many project members worried: „What should we do with all contributions 

that are going to come in via the web site?‟13. Some of the participants were getting impatient and longing to 
get to grips with more concrete issues. However, the discussion about the core of the web was still 

open: “Will we have more discussion just because we have a web site? What do we want to have comments on?”14 
were questions the project members were still allowed to ask. 
 
One day later, in the middle of the March, another project meeting took place that was also attended 
by the representative from Your Voice in addition to the municipality and the university members. 
Now there was a slightly new tone to the communication discussion: the issue of trust started to 
occupy the discussion space and time: „Should we not trust everyone? There is no real reason to lie […] Have we 
agreed that people who want to debate on the web site should register themselves first?[…] There are some people who 

will want to press the system […] it is important to set limits.‟15 Discussion of the administrative procedures 
concerning the incoming citizens‟ contributions on the web site started to take over the discussion: „A 
contribution on the debate forum – is that a public document?[…] What about e-mail? – Is it a public document? 

[…] How do you sort the contributions – How do you archive them?‟16 A move towards more focused work 
on the web site was starting to take form when it was decided that it would be the department of 
spatial planning that should react and act and choose chapters to be presented on the web site. The 
project meeting articulated a concern for the limited amount of time. The link to the spatial planning 
process time was now a fact: „The project time [KomInDu-project] is the same as the consultation time for the 

spatial plan‟. 17 The meeting spoke about getting focused and organised. Things had to be done. 
 
In a project meeting at the end of April 2003, the university members presented a summary of the 
design discussions, based on the discussions at the project meetings and the workshops organised 
some days earlier: 

“… quantity is not essential; intensifying; simplification vs. simplicity; to create layers in the 
presentation texts; different grades of difficulty of the texts presented on the web; to ask questions – to 
re-develop the presentation text; to make space for different voices; to examine and inspect e. g. the 
environmental issues, entrepreunial perspectives and the point of view of families with children, the 

                                                 
11 A voice from the project meeting 13 March 2003 

12 A voice from the project meeting 13 March 2003 

13 A  voice from the project meeting 13 March 2003 

14 A voice from the project meeting 13 March 2003 

15 A sample of voices from the project meeting 14 March 2003 

16 A sample of voices from the project meeting 14 March 2003 

17 A voice from the project meeting 14 March 2003 
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materiality of the web binds us, doesn‟t it?; what is the point of chat? = to talk simultaneously with 
many people; virtual worlds/scenarios; visualising quality, not just giving an answer but creating a 
virtual walk through Ronneby; which form to choose for presentations – to experiment – users should 
be able to make changes/draw/identify places (beautiful, ugly)/ suburbs where they do not feel 
comfortable; – to finds alternative ways to present – to look at and comment on other people‟s 

suggestions; take a chance to play SWOT18 central; to develop in order to create space for creativity; to 
consider citizens as co-constructors. (Project meeting, 24 April 2003) 

 
This is the last time the design discussion of communication and interaction was open. The summary 

shows how the discussions and work that had taken place in the workshops and mock-ups19 had 
inspired the project members to think about communication and interaction far beyond a text-based 
form of communication and the provided modules of the Open24 software. The project members 
sketched interactive maps, virtual walks through the town, scenarios. Being wild and serious at the 
same time. The idea catalogue, as represented in the summary, did not manage to be included in the 
project process. Time was running out, the discussions had already taken both time and effort during 
the spring:  
 

[…] The few meetings we had…they didn‟t really…we didn‟t come that far, because they…did not 
have the basic information. And that was the reason I was brought into the project. The whole thing 
was done rather hastily. And when they received my…my thoughts, with the schedule, then they could 
start…to finish the whole thing….[Interview with a project member, 4 October 2003] 

 
 

[…] I went down to Ronneby to listen to the discussions, to get an idea of what you wanted and of 
which direction the project was going in. After that it took rather a long time before we started to do 
anything concrete.” (Interview with a project member, 28 November 2003) 

 
 

[…] partly, there was the period before the summer, because then I worked a lot, but most of the work 
was done in August, in the final phase, when it [referring to the publishing of the web site] started to 
come closer, then there was an awful lot of work to be done during the last few weeks…” (Interview 
with a project member, 28 November 2003) 

 
 

“The form of the web site only became clear when I received the texts. It was the texts that steered the 
design of the web site…However, I had to wait quite a long time before I got the material. I kept on 
asking for some material…as it [referring to the web site] should have been completed by 21 May…” 
(Interview with a project member, 28 November 2003) 

 
 
After the meeting at the end of April 2003, the project became more concentrated. The original 
schedule was to publish the public web site before summer 2003. This meant that the work had to be 
done in very little time. At this time, the advertising company joined the project. They worked with 
the texts to be published on the project web site. The web design lost its flexibility at the end of April. 
The open discussions concerning the web site design were closed, because of the limited amount of 
time. There were no project meetings during the summer at all, which of course meant that the 

                                                 
18 SWOT = Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threads 

19 […engougare hands-on experience, and thus support user involvement beyond the detached reflection that traditional system descriptions allow for; 

they are understandable; hence there is no confusion between the simulation and the “real thing”, and everybody had the competence to modify them; 

they are inexpensive[…] they are fun to work with.” (Bødker & Grønbæk & Kyng, 1993, p. 168) 
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discussions concerning what the web site was all about were closed. The web site was published on 2 
September 2003. 
  

 
  
Figure 1 Vision Ronneby web site (The web site of the KomInDu project) 
 
Time supporting and demanding stability 
One of the intriguing issues in the context of the KomInDu project involves linking the discussion of 
stability and instability more explicitly to the issue of time. During the project, there was a great deal 
of talk concerning a number of deadlines, publishing dates, lack of time, delays, scheduling work 
assignments and so on. Time was both a resource and a problem. What kind of actor was time? What 
kind of work did it do for the project? Was there a connection between the possible stability and 
instability and time? In what ways did time eventually relate to stability and instability?  
 
However, time is not a simple perspective to work with. First of all, it is important to remember that 
time comes in many shapes, all of them having their own tempo and rhythm that create orderings and 
at the same time demand ordering of things placed in the specific time context. When creating order, 
the ordering often happens in relation to time.  
 
When choosing the form of a project, the KomInDu project also chose to anchor itself firmly to 
linear time, which is chronological time. It can be measured by a variety of time units, such as years, 
months, hours, minutes and seconds. We use our watches and calendars as tools to be able to follow 
time and measure it. Linear time is fixed; an hour is always 60 minutes. Another notable aspect of 
linear time is that it has a trajectory. We can identify when something begins and ends. And the line of 
movement is from the beginning to the end, and never the other way round (see e. g. Davies, 1997, 
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2001). The linear time is stable by definition. If the time line keeps to its own linear time flow, it gives 
and creates stability in the environment connected to time, but at the same time, it also demands 
stability of actions that are to be connected to linear time. Everything that indicates instability when 
interrelated with linear time is indispensably negative in itself when connected to linear time. 
Everyday practices have to be smooth if they want to follow linear time, and linear time has to be 
smooth to really exist and function in practice. In daily practices, linear time is often divided into 
deadlines, delivery times and publishing times. To keep to the time line, we need stability in our 
practices: the deadlines have to be met so that the next deadline waiting on the time line can also be 
kept. The time line can or must be supported by arrangements that help to follow and keep to time. 
Otherwise, there will be disturbances, late deliveries – what we could call negative instability. Things 
flow onwards.  
 

One can also claim the stability of the project only existed on paper20. It was the only place where the 
smoothness and linearity of the linear time was given and unproblematic. The project in action 
showed that linear time required hard work from the other actors in order to stabilise the project. The 
hard work needed was done during the project meetings, where the talk about the project work that 
had to be done was translated into the language of linear time: deadlines, the order in which the tasks 
should be done, deciding an exact date for the various episodes. The time line and the project were 
constructed hand in hand. Time supported the project and the project supported linear time. Linear 
time provided support when it functioned as a skeleton and held the project activities together. Linear 
time helped the participants to identify when their part of the project was in focus, and they were also 
able to know what had happened before and what would happen after their contribution. And of 
course, according to the rationality of the project, the time line was the instrument by means of which 
the project members could evaluate what was going on, giving direction to the defined goal and 
providing information when there were delays and problems on the way.  
 
The same supporting linear time was also, when things were at their worst, stress time, forced time 
and control time. Actions were like a string of pearls, where each pearl stood for a date or a time of 
day. The internal order of the pearls had already been decided, which meant that there were many 
control stations, measuring and reporting. Linear time functioned like a master deciding how the time 
available was to be used by each of the participants. It ordered participants‟ activities and demanded 
that they follow that order. Linear time was also constantly reminding that there was only a finite 
amount of it and that it had be handled with respect. 
 
When analysing and thematising the interview material and the taped recordings from the project 
meetings, one can recognise elements that indicate that the linear time design process was in fact a 
rough, diverse and controversial process. There were several disturbances on the linear time line – 
disturbances that stirred and shook the stability needed for the linear flow of the work. These 
disturbances were related to the lack of time, delays, lack of co-ordination, unclear roles that affected 
the distribution of work, which in turn affected the smooth flow and also the internal and temporal 
order of work.  
 
Linear time had its own complexity. It had to cope with other linear times. The most important linear 
time running alongside the linear time line of the KomInDu project was the overall process of the 
spatial planning. The planning process as a whole has already taken altogether almost five years, 
whereas the KomInDu project was part of the planning activities in 2003 only, which was the period 
of consultation. This in turn had clear implications for the content and also the form of the web 
version of the plan. The spatial plan proposal was already finished and fixed by the time the project 

                                                 
20 The project application dated 31 January  2003 contains a detailed two-page schedule 
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started focusing on the construction of the web site. The spatial plan period of gathering information 
and facts was over. That process had reached its end. Or as some of the project members said: 
  
[…] it feels like we‟re in the final phase.” (Interview with a project member, 27 March 2003) 

“We have had a long process…And it takes an unnecessarily long time, one might think. But it has 
been like that. There has not been any deadline from the beginning.” (Interview with a project member, 
21 March 2003) 

 
 
What actually happened was that the two linear times were merged in late spring 2003. In fact, the 
KomInDu project became an essential part of the spatial plan project for the period when the plan 
proposal was sent for consultation. This had consequences for the work flow and also for the content 
of the project. The consultation period speeded up the work done within the framework of the 
KomInDu project. The date for publication of the web site was decided by the opening of the 
consultation period for the spatial plan. The closing down of the web site was defined by the closing 
down of the same consultation period. After May 2003, there were fewer, indeed hardly any, 
discussions concerning how the communication proposed in the project application would be 
developed in a broader sense. Linear time became a limitation, but also forced the project to focus 
and stabilise. The focus was the spatial plan. In a way, the project changed shape, from being an open 
project that sought e-democracy and took the issues of communication and dialogue seriously, to 
being a spatial planning project that to a great extent followed the intentions of the spatial planning 
process. The project also turned out to be more explicitly an internal administrative project. During 
the autumn project meetings, the emphasis in the discussions was on how and whether to deal with 
the incoming opinions published on the web.  
 
Workshops supporting stabilisation? 
The research representatives from the technical university all had a sincere interest in and 
commitment to the Scandinavian approach of participatory design (PD) (see e. g. Bjerknes & 
Bratteteig, pp. 73-98, Iivari & Lyytinen, 1998, pp. 135-186, Schuler & Namioka, 1993). This approach 
challenges the traditionally solid boundaries between the technical/design expertise of systems 
developers and designers on the one hand and the position of the users of technology on the other. 
The PD perspective calls for mutual co-operation between designers and users by bringing their 
competences and experience to the same table. Having this approach as an epistemological and 
political point of departure and at the same time consciously respecting the linear time line of the 
project, the research members of the project wanted to contribute to the common work of 
stabilisation so that the project could move as planned through linear time towards its most visible 
goal: the website. In concrete terms, this meant that the research partners organised workshops in 
order to involve the municipal partners in the design of the web site. The theme of the workshops, 
two of which was organised as mock-up workshops, was communication and interaction. This theme 
was chosen because the project in its original project description and application pointed out that “the 

project is aiming to develop and evaluate methods for citizens‟ communication with the municipality.”21  
 
The PD approach was never explicitly present in the project application, but in a way it was smuggled 
into the project without being granted legitimate access. And when linear time started to remind the 
members that there were crucial deadlines ahead, the design discussions had to withdraw. A great deal 
of negotiating was needed in order to direct the work back to linear time. This required a lot of clock 
time, which in turn meant a decrease in the linear time available for, for example, web design. Here 
one has to remember that there were project partners that did not attend the project meetings or only 
participated very scarcely. Is this important? Might the closing also depend on other factors? Perhaps 

                                                 
21 The roject application dated 31January 2003 
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the PD approach only attracted the academics? Doubts were expressed that there would be never-
ending discussions if a larger number of actors were involved in the design process:  
 

“[…] in order to construct democratic situations…where citizens can express their opinions, then you 
have to decide something. But…you get stuck in a vicious circle – that is the way it works in many 
places, both for private companies and for the public sector, that they don‟t get any further than talking 
– then absolutely nothing happens […]” (Interview with a project member, 14 October 2003) 

 
Final stabilisation of the „e‟ 
Stability was not a ready, fixed and static point of departure for the KomInDu project, rather it was 
an effect that was constructed in the relations between the actors participating in the project process 
(see e. g. Callon, 1986, Law, 1987). Stabilising relations was a necessary goal for the project, but the 
road to stability was not mapped in advance; instead it was created in pendulation between stability 
and instability. Even if all the actors were committed to the project goal by accepting the project 
application and being enrolled in the project from the very beginning, the application remained open 
to interpretation even after the project was started. The interpretations were shaped and tested in the 
project negotiations that mostly took place in the project meetings, but also in the workshops, 
everyday practices and work.  
 
The communication and interaction that were to be shaped on the project web site were the main 
concern for the stabilising discussions. These discussions were open, with space for a variety of 
meanings and understandings that were also strengthened in the workshops and mock-ups organised 
during the project. However, one of the non-human actors, namely linear time, started to push the 
project towards stability in an alliance with the software Open24. Neither linear time nor the software 
was eager to or capable of participating in the open and seeking discussions of communication and 
interaction on the project web site; instead they were more focused on achieving final stability – the 
publishing of the web site.  
 
The project reached its „e‟ goal by creating enough stability between the participating actors. The web 
site was constructed and published inside the framework of the allocated linear time. However, this 
required a lot of hard work, discipline and control. If we regard the web site as a result of stable 
heterogeneous network relations, there had to be participating actors in the network construction that 
built up and strengthened the stability required. At the same time, the combination of linear time 
together with other actors striving towards stability meant that open negotiations and translations had 
to be stopped at a certain moment. This in turn meant that other options and alternative solutions for 
how the web site should be built up were excluded. 
 
The discussions concerning how the communication and interaction aspects formulated in the project 
application should be translated into the functions on the project web site were very open and 
negotiable in the early stages of the project discussions and throughout the interventions that took 
place in the workshops and mock ups. But there were three non-human actors in particular that were 
the main stabilising agents: the spatial plan proposal, linear time and the software Open24.  
 
The spatial plan gave the KomInDu project a very well defined content and goals that had been 
negotiated and stabilised in another context outside the project in hand. It also brought previous 
understandings as well as practices of communication and interaction with the citizens to the project 
– practices that were stable and that needed to be kept stable in some way in the KomInDu project. 
The stability of the spatial planning process and the stability of the KomInDu project were closely 
interconnected. 
 



 12 

The enrolled linear time provided only a certain amount of time for the project. As time passed, the 
amount of time left decreased, meaning the negotiations became increasingly closed. Time also 
functioned as an obligatory point of passage through which other resources, such as money, had to 
pass. And money, in turn, determined how much effort the human actors could put into the 
accomplishment of the project assignment. Time and money as actors influenced each other and were 
mutually dependent on each other. A double passage point was created (see e. g. Callon, 1986). 
 
The third effective and strong non-human actor in the process of closing the discussions and creating 
stability was the technical platform, Open24. In this specific case, there is reason to doubt that it was 
the main technology actor, the Open24 software,  that pushed and forced the web site solution to go 
in a certain direction, aided and abetted by linear time and the spatial plan proposal. The technology 
present was in itself a result of previous network relations that had taken place elsewhere and then 
been transported to the KomInDu project. This resulted in the prior black-boxing ((Latour, 1999) of 
the chosen technology, in the shape of the Open24 software, and understandings and interpretations 
of what communication and interaction in a municipal context are all about The meanings of the 
notions of communication and interaction were thus sealed. When the „inevitable‟ understandings and 
interpretations of communication and interaction get materialised in technological solutions, they 
bring with them the dreams of actors that are absent in the present project (see e. g. Mörtberg, 2003), 
and materialised dreams are durable (see e. g. Law, 1987) and not transformable and translatable when 
transported into other contexts. 
 
4. Instabilising? – Negotiating Citizenship and Democracy 
The project had as its core theme communication and dialogue between the municipality and the 
citizens as defined in the project application, which also became the core theme when the democracy 
part was created. One of the most important aspects of the democracy negotiations that took place in 
the process was related to the notion of citizenship. There were many different voices and a great deal 
of disagreement about the notion during the project discussions.  
 

“We reach few people in a dialogue. Even though we invite so many…and on several occasions…. 
Well, people do care, but as long as things are running smoothly, there is no immediate interest. Look 
at how people live and their houses. I mean, it wouldn‟t look like that if they really cared.” 
(The interviewers: Is it possible to plan for a massive public opinion? [referring to a previous protest 
movement in the city.]) 
Yes, it is, if you can affect people. Especially if people feel like their immediate environment is changing 
in a negative and threatening way. If we said that we want to tear it all down, then everyone would have 
said: „what the hell is going on?‟ There have been discussions on how to make the web active…I think 
one needs to be provocative, to some extent.”   
[…] 
“This is a new medium. There are very high demands that it should be attractive. There is a kind of 
blind assumption that a pretty picture will make people willing to write and take part. I don‟t believe in 
that at all! I don‟t do it myself and I don‟t think other people do that either. I mean, I don‟t want to 
write down my intentions just because someone has published a nice map or something, it is not that 
that makes one…it should be something that involves you emotionally” (Interview with a project 
member, 21 March 2003) 
- - -  
“I think people are as active as they have the energy to be. What you manage to do, what you prioritise 
and feel for. But I think that people might be sympathetic to issues like these from a political 
perspective. Just because you hear about the gap between citizens and the elected politicians. And that 
you for political reasons take this seriously.”  
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Trust is an important word in this context. Then it is about bridging gaps, but then other efforts are 
needed too. There is also a risk that this kind of initiative can make the gaps in society wider.” 
(The interviewers: You mean the people who have access to technology and the skills to use it?) 
“Yes, both skills and access. And willingness and knowledge…” (Interview with a project member, 17 
April 2003) 

 
 
The discussions of citizenship were also a way for the project participants to step into a dialogue with 
some of the ways that the term and notion of citizenship had been discussed and ordered in other 
contexts. Traditionally, there have been two main approaches to citizenship articulating the relation 
between the citizen and the governmental authorities: the rights approach and the obligation 
approach (Lister, 1997). The rights approach emphasises the idea of the citizenship as a static state of 
a person; one is a citizen by legal definition through a formal citizenship and thereby the citizen has 
legal rights and access to the services provided by the authorities. The obligation approach emphasises 
the idea of an active and participating citizen, even if in different political contexts the idea of 
obligation has been interpreted in numerous and perhaps even contradictory ways (Lister, 1997) on a 
scale from participating in political decision making to working to get access to for example social 
rights.  
 
Relating these two main ideologies of citizenship to the Swedish tradition and practices of citizenship, 
the dominating approach has been the rights approach with a very strong Swedish connotation to the 

„folkhem‟ ideology22. This ideology has guaranteed access to political and social rights and services 
for all groups of citizens. The Swedish welfare ideology and practice has laid great stress on regarding 
citizens as a collective, as categories of citizens (children, teenagers, senior citizens, families, single 
parents). During recent years, a clear shift to a more individualistic approach can be identified, for 

example in IT-political documents.23  
 
In the KomInDu-project discussions, the movement towards a more individualistic perspective of 
citizenship was apparent. Already in the project application, the meaning of citizenship was 
understood as the active, communicating and interactive citizen in the development of the new digital 
services, even though thinking based on regarding citizenship as a category of a collective group of 
people popped up now and then in the discussions. For example, the project participants were 
concerned about the passivity of the middle-aged family parents and younger people. The shift from 
being a citizen to acting as a citizen was not clear and unproblematic, but rather was subject to a 
diversity of understandings and meanings. 
 
The rights and obligation approaches can also be connected to the development of democracy as a 
whole. If democracy is mainly understood and realised, from the rights approach, as service delivery 
and thereby as access to the rights provided by the authorities, then even e-democracy has turned out 
to be eager to provide services – this time in a digitalised form. The ground rules and possible 
changes and alternatives of the meaning and practices of democracy have not been considered. The 
goal has become to continue along on the same old track. However, the obligation approach can be 
translated into concrete practices of a participating citizen, as articulated for example in the Swedish 
government bill from 2000: “The development of the Internet opens up new possibilities for public control and 

                                                 
22 About the notion of „folkhemmet‟: This has been the ruling social democratic ideology in Sweden since the Second World War and has roots 

that can be traced back to the 1920s. It is commonly known as „folkhemmet‟ [the people‟s home] (Hansson, 1935). The main characteristic of the 

„folkhemmet‟ ideology has been to build up a strong welfare system that guarantees social benefits, such as child care, health care and school 

education, for every member of society. 

23 See e. g. Regeringens proposition 1999/2000:86 “Informationssamhälle till alla”, SOU 2003:55  
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dialogue, direct democracy and control by the citizens. The dialogue on these [virtual] arenas can change the possibility of 
the citizens to gain influence….” (Regeringens proposition 1999/2000:86).  
 
But what would this participating democracy of a new kind be like in a digital space when we do not 
yet have it in the physical space, if by participating democracy we mean something other and more 
than representative democracy. Participation has to be created and shaped in concrete practices, and 
the shaping includes also daring to experiment, as intended in the KomInDu project.  
 
The project as a whole constituted a space for negotiation. Did the stability of the project become 
shaky and thus put the success of the entire process at risk because the project members had different 
interpretations of democracy and citizenship? Or could the open-ended negotiations be understood as 
a part of necessary and thereby positive instability? Or did the project want to emphasise the national 
rhetoric and how to translate it, that is, to contextually locate and situate it, so that the rhetoric can 
turn out to be committed, situated and accountable interpretations and hopefully also in the long run 
sustainable and existing translations of democracy, surviving after the short lifespan of the KomInDu 
project? If the web site was an example of a network where relations between the actors have to be 
immutable, perhaps the democracy part of the project was an example of network relations based on 
fluidity, where fluidity is a figuration telling about things that partly keep their shape, but when 
transported also change their shape – and where the very transformation is a precondition both for 
transportation and for creating durable relations and networks, such as the notion of democracy (see 
the discussion in Law & Mol, 2000).  
 
5. Paradoxes in the project 
Being an e-democracy project situated in the space between the letter „e‟ and the word „democracy, 
the project had an inherent paradox right from the very outset. The paradox was connected to the 
relations between stability and instability. There was the „e‟ part that both demanded stability and 
could be stabilised, and there was the democracy part of the project that cannot and should not be 
stabilised. The project provided a space for negotiating how e-democracy could be shaped and made 
in the specific local context, in the municipality of Ronneby. Negotiations were not intended to reach 
the final goal of providing a definition, answer and mutual agreement as to what e-democracy is. The 
negotiation space was open, not fixed, and provided space for negotiations that were not looking for 
final answers but were perhaps asking new and unexpected questions.  
 
However, stability and instability were not separate units isolated from each other. They were 
interwoven into each other: “…we cannot think only in clocktime and in linear time, but our lives are a 

complicated weave of different actors and relations.” (Davies, 1997, p. 16.)24 There was no pure 
doing and action during the project without reflective discussions, as the discussion concerning the 
design process for the project web site in particular clearly shows. In order to create stability, 
reflectivity was also demanded and needed. However, this reflectivity was tied to the needs of the 
concrete assignment and had to be adjusted and linked to construction of the linear flow of the 
assignment. In spite of their rigidity, the stabilising processes created space for thinking about the 
everyday work. The boundary between stability and instability proved that the positions are not a 
choice of either–or, but “borders are fluid and it is difficult to know when some actions have started or finished.” 
(Davies, 1997, p. 23). Thinking does not always get or take the time needed because “thoughts take time, 
and space for this work – both in terms of a separate time period or a separate place – is often limited in women‟s 
[PE‟s comment: in all] jobs” (Davies, 2001, p. 142). One of the project members expressed the added 
value of reflection: 
 

                                                 
24 Words with different fronts are italics in the original text. 
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“Then there is another dimension too, the parts that you stand for. Different eyes… You watch us and 
all that. It is some kind of contact that…could have been very fruitful, or how to say it…also in our 
daily work. One should reflect upon things a little bit. It is a pity that it is just this. Because one 
realises that when this is gone, then it is gone…but I think, generally in the public administration, it is 
useful to have this kind of reflection.” (Interview with a project member, 21 March 2003) 

 
This reflection was tolerated up to a certain point, because it strengthened the stability work done, the 
construction of the web site. Did the discussions concerning democracy, citizenship and information 
technology contribute anything other than „noise‟ to the project? Were these discussions necessary?  
 
There are at least two reasons to answer „yes‟ to this question. If the intention of the project was to 
link together technology and society, expressed through the phrase „e-democracy‟ in the project 
context, there had to be space for both stability and instability. The spaces were partly intertwined in 
the actual process, and the technical and the societal were not spaces with fixed separating 
boundaries. We know very well from other experiences that “[…] these two dimensions – device and 
meaning, technical and lifeworld practice – are inextricably intertwined….” (Feenberg, 1999, p. xii). Technology 
is not only objects, artefacts and software, but is more of an amalgamation of heterogeneous 
practices, sometimes materialised in objects or, as Judy Wajcman says, technology is both “a form of 
knowledge, …human activities and practices…and physical objects…” (Wajcman, 1991, p. 4).  
 
Even if we know this from our own everyday experiences, we nevertheless seem to create other kinds 
of boundaries between the domains of technology and society. Even in this project, a boundary was 
established and preserved between a small project, to construct a web site, and large distant discourses 
of democracy. Discourses were considered to have been developed somewhere else, far away from us, 
in the realm of national and global politics. A boundary was partly kept between creating something 
new and working with something that was already defined both in theory and practice, regarding both 
technology and democracy. Transgressing these boundaries was the central issue for discussions, 
causing instability when travelling to and in the space in between and trying to explore and make the 
topology of the project visible. In a topology, distances taken for granted become surprisingly 
different; what is faraway and what is close are not necessarily that sure and defined:“If you take a 
handkerchief and spread it out in order to iron it, you can see in it certain fixed distances and proximities. If you sketch 
a circle in one area, you can mark out nearby points and measure far-off distances. Then take the same handkerchief 
and crumple it, by putting it in your pocket. Two distant points suddenly are close, even superimposed. If, further, you 
tear it in certain places, two points that were close can become very distant. The science of nearness and rifts is called 
topology, while the science of stable and well-defined distances is called metrical geometry.” (Serres & Latour, 1995, p. 
60). 
 
The second reason to answer „yes‟ to the above question is because instability in the shape of 
discussions, debate and dialogue is necessary if we want to learn to co-operate and collaborate with 
people from different knowledge practices, all of whom have their own dreams of the good life. The 
project as a whole was an opportunity to learn about those really tricky assignments in a world where 
boundaries between different knowledge practices, skills and competencies, such as, for example, 
those between technology developers and users, have been one of the fundaments of western society. 
The assignment given to the project to work with was formulated as: “How can people rooted in different 
knowledge practices „get together‟, especially when all-too-easy cultural relativism is not an option, either politically, 
epistemologically, or morally? How can general knowledge be nurtured in postcolonial worlds [our addition: in other 
worlds too] committed to taking difference seriously?” (Haraway, 2003, p. 7). 
 
Lucy Suchman says: “The problems that interest us include the practicalities and politics involved in attempting to 
reconceptualize and restructure the ways in which work and technology design are done.” (Suchman et al., 1999, p. 
399). Her words were interpreted in the KomInDu project as formulated goals for the negotiations 
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taking place during the project. Concepts and words we worked with in the project had to become 
committed, and situated, such as concepts of communication, democracy, citizenship. When concepts 
and words are committed, they are situated in the specific practices of work, design, technology, 
politics and research. Commitment and situatedness are in turn prerequisites for sustainable 
sociotechnical development. The participants have to be as committed as the concepts and words – 
and not only the human participants, but also the non-human participants. If this is the case, the 
option of “design from nowhere […] closely tied to the goal of constructing technical systems as commodities [and 

design of democracy as well]25 that can be stabilized and cut loose from the sites of their production long enough to be 
exported en masse to the sites of their use” (Suchman, 2002, p. 95) does and should not work anymore.  
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