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Abstract: The ubiquity of the smartphone is both celebrated and contested, since the 

possibility of constant connectivity is seen as simultaneously inviting and exciting on the 

one hand, and demanding and burdensome on the other. This thesis uses discourse 

analysis to analyze a television interview and an online comment forum to shed light on 

the ways in which experts and mothers talk about the impacts of technology on family 

interaction and parenting practices. I consider how both experts and parents 

discursively construct the family-technology relationship by analyzing how parents 

communicate about technology use (both their own and their children’s), the emotional 

and practical elements of decision-making regarding technology and how these reveal 

ideologies about the impact of technology on parenting. My primary findings support a 

body of research that indicates that a mention of parenting in general can be interpreted 

to implicate mothers specifically. As such, the conversation about the relationship 

between parenting and technology is constrained by cultural ideologies about maternal 

responsibility for the care of children and philosophies about the affordances of 

technology, and entangled with questions of access and class. All of this influences how 

experts and parents negotiate their identities and work to position themselves as 

competent on each of these fronts. 

 

Keywords: discourse analysis, Turkle, positioning, membership categorization device, 

extreme case formulation, ideology, indexicality, acts and stances, intensive mothering 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

A mother collects iPads from her 4- and 7-year old children following dinner at a 

restaurant. She wonders if using the devices to occupy them is “bad.” She worries “that it 

is setting them up to think it’s O.K. to use electronics at the dinner table in the future” 

(Bilton, 2013). Indeed, there is no shortage of evidence – anecdotal, empirical, and 

statistical – to suggest that she is not alone in experiencing this apprehension. Scientists 

find that learning processes are inhibited by the constant stimulation of technology 

(Richtel, 2010a), and express concern about these effects on developing brains, which 

“can become more easily habituated than adult brains to constantly switching tasks – 

and less able to sustain attention” (Richtel, 2010b). Statistically, the data show the 

degree to which both adults and children alike are grappling with the effects of 

technology on everyday life. In May 2010, The New York Times polled 855 adults and 

found: 

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

 40% check work email after hours or on vacation, 

 14% see less of their spouse, and 

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

 
Common Sense Media conducted two national random sample surveys of 1,463 parents 

of children ages 8 and under, first in 2011 and then again in 2013, with the express 

purpose of documenting “how children’s media environments and behaviors have 

changed” (Common Sense, 2013, p. 7). These surveys found: 

 75% of families own a mobile device (smartphone, tablet, etc., and this is 
compared to 52% in 2011) 

 72% of children 0-8 have used a device (compared to 38% in 2011) 
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 86% of families with household incomes greater than $75,000 have high-
speed Internet access, compared to 46% of families with incomes less than 
$30,000 

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

 
As Common Sense (2013) concludes, “The past two years have seen an explosion in the 

use of mobile media platforms and applications (“apps”) among young children,” noting 

“one of the concerns about the increasing presence of media in children’s homes is the 

degree to which media may detract from face-to-face family time” (pp. 20, 26). Finally, 

these data link technology and class, since income predicts both access to the Internet 

and the types of applications downloaded. Making sense of the conversation 

surrounding the relationship between technology and family interaction is precisely the 

aim of this thesis. 

I am specifically interested in the ways in which mothers perceive and talk about 

the role of digital devices in family life. Currently, the conversation on digital parenting 

is influenced on the one hand by the work of experts such as Sherry Turkle. In January 

2011, Turkle published Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and 

Less from Each Other. In this book, she contends that technology is luring us into 

relinquishing (face-to-face) interpersonal relationships for virtual ones, which offer “the 

illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship” (Turkle, 2011, p. 1). 

Turkle finds us avoiding the telephone, substituting more distant, asynchronous 

channels of email and text (pp. 190, 207). She first defines, then explains, and finally 

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

highlighted in this analysis. 
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In an April 2013 interview with Gayle King and Charlie Rose on CBS This 

Morning, Turkle outlines two points: first, cell phones provide a (false) sense of 

multitasking, with the result that we are not paying full attention to the task-at-hand. 

For example, we text, Turkle claims, while having breakfast with our family, or on the 

playground when we should be watching our children. Second, says Turkle, mediated 

communication allows users to construct a desired self (who we want to be). We thus 

reveal only that which we choose to reveal rather than who we really are. Essentially, 

Turkle contends, our electronic devices allow us to “hide from each other” (CBS, 2013). 

On the other hand, some have expressed the view that technology enhances 

family interaction. For example, in an interview on Sirius XM Satellite Radio, 

Representative Debbie Wasserman-Schultz (D-FL) contends that technology has made 

her “a better mom” since it allows her “to be a lot more connected.” Similarly, Jeana Lee 

Tahnk, a high-tech PR consultant who writes about technology and parenting for 

Mashable.com and Parenting Magazine, calls her smartphone a “savior,” since it has 

made her “life as a parent so much easier,” as well as “more organized and efficient.” I 

do not make an argument either for or against “digital parenting,” but rather through 

analysis of both video and textual data, I illuminate the practices of interaction which 

allow mothers to socially construct their identities in the shadow of these powerful and 

public ideologies; I also highlight the ways in which their individual voices either ratify 

or reject the current public discourse surrounding the impact(s) of technology on family 

life. 

To foreground the role of interaction in the construction, or the co-construction, 

of identity, this thesis draws on the theories and methods of discourse analysis. A 

discourse analytic perspective can shed light on the ways in which experts and mothers 
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alike communicate the impact of technology on family interaction and parenting 

practices, addressing such questions as, how do experts and parents assess and balance 

the potential benefits and drawbacks of technology, and what strategies do parents 

enact to manage technology use by family members, especially children? In other words, 

I consider how experts and parents discursively construct the family-technology 

relationship by analyzing how parents communicate about technology use (both their 

own and their children’s), the emotional and practical elements of decision-making 

regarding technology and how these reveal ideologies about the impact of technology on 

parenting. 

The data for this thesis are drawn from two contexts. The first is an interview of 

Sherry Turkle by Bill Moyers of PBS. Here, I focus on segments in which Turkle refers 

specifically to the relationship between technology and family interaction. I then 

introduce textual data in the form of comments posted in response to a New York Times 

article entitled, "The Risks of Parenting While Plugged In." The article references 

Turkle's work, and she also participates in the comment forum. 

I discuss the context and format of the interview and online comments, 

specifically what strategies are deployed, for what purpose, and to what ends (what do 

they accomplish?). Specific attention is paid to how mothers use discourse to 

communicate their own, and their children’s, uses of technology, and how all of this 

works to construct parental identities in interaction. With this, I hope to contribute to 

an existing body of work on parental identity in interaction, as well as technology and 

interaction, and finally to link the two by analyzing the discursive negotiation of identity 

in relation to technology and cultural expectations of motherhood in contemporary 

society. 
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To accomplish this, I ask the following questions: First, how does an expert 

construct the relationship between parenting and technology and what does this 

accomplish? What are the implications for parents? Second, how do mothers construct 

maternal identities for themselves as they discuss their own and their children’s use of 

technology? Third, how is parental identity constructed and negotiated in online 

formats? My primary findings support a body of research that indicates a mention of 

parenting in general can be interpreted to implicate mothers specifically. As such, the 

conversation about the relationship between parenting and technology is constrained by 

cultural ideologies about maternal responsibility for the care of children and 

philosophies about the affordances of technology, and entangled with questions of 

access and class. All of this influences the ways in which both experts and parents 

negotiate their identities and work to position themselves as competent on each of these 

fronts. 

In what follows, I first provide theoretical background on discourse analysis. I 

then introduce my data in more detail. My analyses are presented in two chapters, one 

on the interview data and one on the online discussion data. In the conclusion, I 

summarize my observations and explain how they contribute to our understanding of 

the construction of parental (and maternal) identities in interaction in the digital age. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Background 

 In this chapter, I review work in three main areas that provide the theoretical 

foundation for this thesis: Research on how identities are constructed in social 

interaction, work examining maternal identity construction in particular, and 

scholarship investigating technology in family interaction. 

I. Identities in interaction. 

 I begin with a perspective of social interaction as a site for continuous identity 

(re)construction. Sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) introduced a theatre metaphor to 

explain the ways in which interaction allows interlocutors to put a ‘self’ on stage (p. 107). 

(Turkle’s recent contention that we use modern technology to display preferred 

identities in some ways echoes this theorizing.) Goffman’s work on ‘the presentation of 

self’ describes the ways in which individuals’ contributions to interaction work to control 

and manage the impressions of themselves and others. Summarizing and distilling work 

in the fields of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue 

that identity is a discursively constructed, emergent product of interaction (p. 587). As 

these authors propose, “identity is the social positioning of self and other” (Bucholtz & 

Hall, 2005, p. 586). This is consistent with Ribeiro (2006), who finds that 

“conversational and social work is related to doing identity work,” viewing interaction as 

the locus of “the performance of our social and discourse identities” (p. 50). Useful for 

the analyses presented in this thesis are those theories and concepts which help explain 

the role of interaction in identity construction, namely, positioning, the MIR 

Membership Categorization Device, and indexicality. 



7 

 

 

 

Davies & Harré (1990) define positioning as “the discursive process whereby 

selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent participants 

in jointly produced story lines” (p. 48). These story lines, or “autobiographical aspects of 

a conversation,” explain Davies & Harré (1990), reveal “how each conversant conceives 

of themselves and of the other participants” (p. 48). Similarly, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) 

find that when participants interact, they “position themselves and others as particular 

kinds of people” (p. 595). As Gordon (2015a) summarizes, “positioning theory provides 

a framework to explore selves as discursive constructions, and to investigate different 

aspects of identity, including the development and negotiation of these aspects” (p. 11). 

 Another means of considering identity work in interaction is Sacks’ (1989) MIR 

Membership Categorization Device (hereafter, the MIR Device). Noting the prominence 

of certain types of questions in first conversations, Sacks (1989) proposed this device to 

describe the ways people responded to these questions (p. 271). He first identified 

category sets, or sets “made up of a group of categories” (Sacks, 1989, p. 271). The sets, 

Sacks (1989) claims, are ‘which’ –type sets, since “each set’s categories classify 

membership in a population” (thus the “M” in MIR). He also points out that the 

categories are ‘inference rich’; (the “I” in MIR), or that we store information about 

individuals in categories, and this knowledge then informs topics of conversation. 

Finally, members of these categories represent that category (the “R” in MIR), and 

whatever knowledge about that category that is stored and drawn upon (Sacks, 1989, p. 

272). Reinforcing this notion, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) find that overt mention of 

“referential identity categories” is one way identities are constituted in discourse (p. 

594). Since, as the authors find, “labeling and categorization are social actions,” 
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examining categories in discourse constitutes an especially useful research focus 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 594). 

 One pair of categories that has been considered by discourse analysts is parent-

child. For example, Schiffrin (2000), analyzing mother/daughter discourse in narratives 

about the Holocaust, finds that “stories are a resource through which we develop and 

present a self as a psychological entity firmly located within a social and cultural world” 

(p. 1). Narratives, in essence, create “story worlds,” in which relationships between self 

and other “can be situated, displayed, and evaluated” (Schiffrin, 2000, p. 1). Schiffrin 

(2000) further states that “the parent/child relationship… is generally believed to be a 

basic defining relationship in one’s life,” specifically recognizing “matrifocal families as 

the basic nexus of identity” (p. 7). 

Analyzing gender hierarchies and social behavior in America and Western 

Samoa, Ochs (1993) observes “that speakers attempt to establish the social identities of 

themselves and others through verbally performing certain social acts and verbally 

displaying certain stances” (p. 288). Yet the link between language and social identity, 

Ochs (1993) finds, “is not direct” (p. 289). Social meaning, then, according to Ochs, “is 

not usually explicitly encoded,” but rather inferred (p. 289). The degree of accuracy of 

these inferences necessarily draws upon shared “cultural and linguistic conventions” 

through which acts and stances are not only interpreted, but associated with particular 

identities (Ochs, 1993, p. 290). (And all of this is consistent with Sacks’ [1989] 

observations about the MIR Device.) Narrowing this perspective from social identity in 

general to maternal identities in particular, Ochs (1992) summarizes, “the relation 

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



9 

 

 

 

constituted and mediated by the relation of language to stances, [and] social acts…” (pp. 

336-7). 

In summary, discourse analysts have identified positioning theory, membership 

categorization, and indexicality as useful notions for the exploration of identities. Using 

these notions, they have examined a range of identities related to ethnicity, profession, 

nationality, and so on. Most relevant for my purposes are studies that have focused on 

maternal identities. 

  
II. Ideology and Maternal Identities. 

I turn now from identity in interaction to specific identities: those of mothers. 

Maternal identities are constructed in cultural contexts, and these contexts are rife with 

ideologies about motherhood. To adopt Davies and Harré’s (1990) terminology, mothers 

are expected to take up certain positions in particular story lines. In mainstream 

American culture, a pivotal position is being highly attentive to one’s child, as this 

section will show. I begin here with Gee’s (2008) distinction between Discourse and 

discourse, then turn to findings from sociolinguistics, discourse analysis and sociology 

which focus on the relationship between maternal discourse and ideologies about 

motherhood and demonstrate how maternal and child identities are intertwined in 

everyday talk.  

Taking a sociocultural approach to language and literacy, Gee (2008) finds that 

language “always comes fully attached to ‘other stuff’: to social relations, cultural 

models, power and politics, perspectives on experience, values and attitudes…” (p. 1). 

Meaning is attached to these (often) tacit cultural models which are “picked up from 

talk, interaction, and engagement with texts and media in society” (Gee, 2008, p. 25). 
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That is, interaction is a site for the creation and reification of particular ways of seeing 

and understanding the world. For this reason, Gee (2008) claims “that language is 

inextricably bound up with ideology and cannot be analyzed or understood apart from 

it” (p. 4). 

In considering how to analyze how humans "act out distinctive identities and 

activities," Gee (2013) differentiates between 'Discourse' (capital 'D') and ‘discourse’ 

(lowercase ‘d’). These so-named "Big 'D' Discourses" refer to the ways group social 

conventions "allow people to enact specific identities and activities," while "little 'd' 

discourse," Gee (2013) suggests, refers to "any stretch of language in use." Thus, in order 

to be recognized as having a particular identity, we are socialized to speak, act and 

interact in specific ways. In other words, in producing “discourse,” speakers construct 

and refer to “Discourses” that are associated with identities. This is because, as Gee 

(2008) points out “Discourses are inherently ‘ideological’” (p. 161). He continues,  

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

In defining membership and “normalcy,” Discourses, then, also mark outsiders and 

opposition, since foregrounding certain beliefs and values necessarily also marginalizes 

others. In Johnstone’s (2008) words, “‘Discourses’ in the plural are conventional ways 

of talking that create and perpetuate systems of ideology, sets of beliefs about how the 

world works and what is natural” (p. 29).  She explains that every linguistic choice, from 

the production to the interpretation of discourse, reflects a kind of agenda or an 

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

(Johnstone, 2008, p. 54). 
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 Similarly, Ochs (1992) observes that “social groups organize and conceptualize 

men and women in culturally specific and meaningful ways” (p. 339). Comparing and 

contrasting the communicative practices of white middle class (WMC) American 

mothers and traditional Western Samoan mothers, Ochs (1992) proposes “a relation 

between the position and image of women in society and language use in caregiver-child 

interaction” (p. 346). Ochs (1992) points out that images of women and of mothering 

are linked; and further, that images of mothering are linked with caregiving, hence the 

universal woman-as-caregiver image (pp. 339, 337). Yet despite the fact that “mothering 

is a universal kinship role of women and in this role women have positions of control 

and power,” she finds that WMC mothers exhibit “a communicative strategy of high 

accommodation to young children” (Ochs, 1992, pp. 346-7). 

 This strategy is marked by the use of a simplified register, shorter sentences, 

slower pace, and repetition, among other features (Ochs, 1992, pp. 348-9). In what Ochs 

(1992) calls “the mainstream American caregiving role,” WMC mothers (as good 

caregivers) “will either intervene or assist the child in carrying out her or his desired 

activity,” providing “dramatic scaffolding” for the production and interpretation of 

children’s messages (pp. 350, 352). All of this, Ochs (1992) observes, differs greatly from 

American Samoan mothers, who expect their children “to be communicatively 

accommodating to caregivers” (p. 347). Contrary to WMC children, young Samoan 

children are socialized “to attend carefully to the non-simplified speech and actions of 

others” (Ochs, 1992, pp. 350-1). 

 Finally, Ochs (1992) concludes, these linguistic practices serve to not only 

illuminate but perpetuate the role (and therefore, status) of mothers in society, since 

images of WMC mothers are socialized through the dual communicative strategies of 
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“high accommodation to young children” and “minimiz[ing] their own importance” (p. 

347). In other words, because WMC mothers downplay their contributions to 

interactions, they are rendered “invisible” and the recurrence of these socialization 

practices perpetually “lowers [their] position” (Ochs, 1992, p. 353). Thus, as these 

mother-child interactions serve to socialize children, they also create maternal identities 

that reflect cultural expectations about what it means to be a good mother, while 

simultaneously reifying these expectations. 

 Ochs’ findings have interesting links to work by sociologist Sharon Hays. Finding 

that “image[s] of appropriate child rearing” indicate mother as “central caregiver,” that 

mothers must put children’s emotional and intellectual needs above their own, and 

finally that children “have a special value” and “deserve special treatment,” Hays (1996) 

suggests the term intensive mothering, and maintains that “the ideology of intensive 

mothering is… the dominant ideology of socially appropriate child rearing in the 

contemporary United States” (pp. 8-9). 

 Hays (1996) traces the advent of the perspective of child rearing as a science for 

which mothers had to be trained (p. 39). For this training, she would, of course, have to 

rely on the experts; experts whose manuals addressed mothers exclusively, and 

specifically, mothers who cared for their children on a full-time basis (Hays, 1996, p. 

54). Laden with assumptions of access to resources (i.e., time and money), this ideology 

both appeals to, and is appealing to, white American middle-class values, exerting 

pressure on working class and poor mothers to adopt “more intensive (middle-class) 

methods,” and to look to wealthier (and ostensibly better educated), women for child 

rearing advice and examples (Hays, 1996, p. 92). As Hays (1996) summarizes, “The 

methods of appropriate child rearing are construed as child-centered, expert-guided, 
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emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” and all of these 

point to ideologies of class and gender (p. 8). 

 Similarly, Pugh (2005) analyzes toy catalogs to uncover the “modern dilemmas of 

motherhood:” or, the “clashing ideals” of professional employment and family 

responsibilities which “compete for allegiance in the same person” (p. 730). Pugh 

(2005) determines that toy marketers target “the anxieties and hopes of mothers” in 

order to convince them to buy into what she terms “the cultural deal” (p. 730). That is, 

toy catalogs promote consumption (or, “buying the right toys”) as a form of compromise 

which allows mothers to fulfill their role as nurturer (and thus maintain the identity 

‘good mother’) without actually having to be present (Pugh, 2005, 735). Finally, by 

targeting households with incomes exceeding $80,000, the marketing in these catalogs 

engenders assumptions of access, thus “the marketing of good mothering,” Pugh (2005) 

finds, is synonymous with “good middle-class mothering” (p. 735, emphasis mine). As 

such, Pugh (2005) concludes, these catalogs perpetuate the very powerful ideological 

clashes and contradictions they profess to solve. 

 Moving to the realm of everyday conversation, Kendall (2007) analyzes the 

discourse of two women from dual-income American families who recorded their own 

conversations for approximately one week; she finds that they negotiate both “parental 

and work-related identities through the positions they discursively take up themselves 

and make available to their husbands in relation to traditional and feminist discourses 

of work and family” (p. 124; note that Kendall uses “discourses” here to reflect 

ideologies, or Big-D Discourses as suggested by Gee [2008; 2013]). That is, in one sense, 

specifically when they describe their family roles, “the women position themselves and 

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

family roles, by positioning their husbands as “breadwinners” and “secondary 

caregivers” and themselves as “primary caregivers,” “the women constitute their own 

and their husbands’ identities as caregivers asymmetrically” (Kendall, 2007, p. 124). As 

such, Kendall (2007) suggests that they “attach different meanings” to these roles, 

meanings consistent with traditional role sharing and Hays’ (1996) ideology of intensive 

mothering (Kendall, 2007, p. 154). 

 In a related vein, Johnston (2007) examines the interactions of one of the couples 

whose discourse Kendall studied to reveal “how each partner contributes to positioning 

the other as the primary decision maker” in domains of childcare and household 

finances (p. 166). Johnston (2007), drawing on Erickson and Shultz’ (1982) concept of 

academic advisor as gatekeeper in an institutional setting, applies a gatekeeping 

metaphor to describe who is positioned as the responsible party (p. 191). Introducing the 

term “parental gatekeeping,” Johnston (2007) portrays how one couple discursively 

positions the mother “as gatekeeper of caregiving, the primary decision maker in caring 

for their daughter,” and the father “as financial gatekeeper, the primary decision maker 

in managing their money” (p. 165). Thus, like Kendall, she finds the mother acting as the 

primary parent in actual interactions. 

 Discourse analysts have also examined how parental identities are tied to the 

identities of children. Gordon (2007) explores the ways performance of social acts and 

verbal display of stances reflect cultural expectations of motherhood, and create what 

Schiffrin (1996) calls maternal “self-portraits.” Analyzing talk about the (mis)behaviors 

of a toddler between a mother, her younger brother (who had babysat the child), and her 

husband, Gordon (2007) finds that the mother expresses feeling responsible for her 
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daughter’s inappropriate behavior, and concern that it reflects poorly on her as a 

mother; sentiments not expressed by her husband (p. 82-3). In accounting for her 

daughter’s shortcomings, the mother demonstrates the sociocultural constraints of 

motherhood. That is, she feels responsible and this feeling leads to a need to engage in 

what Goffman (1959) calls “impression management” or face the resulting humiliation 

(p. 96). This study once again highlights the mother-child identity connection found by 

Kendall (2007) and Johnston (2007). 

 Citing Schiffrin (1996) and Ochs (1993), Gordon (2007) links language use and 

identity; that is, inference and interpretation depend upon a level of “joint 

understanding” or shared “sociolinguistic knowledge” (p. 75). These cultural 

expectations and shared knowledge are necessarily influenced by a society which both 

formally and informally links parental performance with child behavior (p. 77). Gordon 

(2007) also demonstrates how a mother takes a stance as one who is very involved in 

her daughter’s life, a stance that is consistent with societal expectations of motherhood. 

 In a study in an institutional context, Adelsward and Nilholm (2000) analyze a 

teacher-parent-pupil conference for a child with Down Syndrome and find that identity 

work is not only an individual presentation but a relationship presentation (p. 545). The 

child’s identities as pupil and daughter imply certain other identities, namely, teacher 

and mother, and this is meaningful in that “to help one’s daughter present her identity 

in a favorable way is to simultaneously display the identity of a good mother” 

(Adelsward & Nilholm, 2000, p. 545). 

 Similarly, borrowing from Goffman (1959), Collett (2005) analogizes the 

construction of maternal identity with theatrical performance. She also builds on prior 

research on appearance and group membership, as well managing impressions through 
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the use of others as props, both of which mesh nicely with Goffman's (1959) theatre 

metaphor. Collett (2005) notes that while fathers play a pivotal role in children's 

development, it is mothers who are held responsible for "the way their children turn 

out" (p. 328). As such, children serve as props on the stage in which women present 

themselves as competent mothers, and on which they seek to negotiate and manage the 

impressions they create. Through analysis of an online playgroup and interviews with its 

members, Collett (2005) points to the fact that women use their children "to show 

themselves and others that they are good, capable mothers" (p. 343). 

Not only do women tend to assume themselves to be responsible for their 

children’s appearance and behavior, but media discourse also tends to target mothers. 

For example, analyzing medical, legal and media representations of childhood obesity, 

Zivkovic, Warin, Davies and Moore (2010) uncover “gendered assumptions embedded 

in [these] discourses;” and further “argue that it is mothers, and not fathers, who are 

deemed to be primarily culpable, both legally and morally” (p. 377). In fact, when it 

comes to media discussions surrounding the health of children, “mothers are 

consistently singled out” and “‘parents’ often serves as a euphemism for mothers” 

(Zivkovic et al., 2010, p. 383). Sampling advice features in parenting magazines, 

Sunderland (2006) finds evidence of gendered stereotypes and “slippage” wherein 

supposed ‘gender neutral’ features in reality focused solely on moms, subsequently 

backgrounding fathers (p. 509). “The magazines’ notion of the real addressee, and 

parent,” Sunderland (2006) concludes, is mother (p. 525). 

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

prevalent as revealed by scholarship in sociology, sociolinguistics and discourse 

analysis. Even when the Discourse of egalitarian parenting is stated explicitly or implied 
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(in interaction or in print), analysis at the discourse level reveals a reality which, in 

practice, reflects more traditional role sharing ideologies, thus revealing that speakers 

do not (and in fact cannot) produce discourse that does not somehow reflect or counter 

a Discourse. Taken together, the body of literature reviewed here suggests that language 

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

 
III. Technology and Family Interaction.  

 Technology brings a new complexity to ideologies about parenting (and, for that 

matter, about language). Nearly a decade before smartphones became ubiquitous 

household devices, Lindlof (1992) advocated for research into “the interpersonal 

contexts in which computing is learned and used in the home,” and “how computer 

products becoming meaningful for family members” (p. 291). Studying ten families who 

owned a home computer and had at least one child who used the computer, Lindlof 

(1992) sought to determine “how social actors try to portray themselves as adequate 

computer users and also as adequate in their family roles” (as though these are 

contradictory objectives) (p. 293). This suggests an inherent “difficulty of 

accommodating technology within the family’s moral and interpersonal logics” (Lindlof, 

1992, p. 293). 

 Families that owned home computers were inevitably faced with the question of 

where to locate it physically. While many families initially cited “space requirements” as 

the reason for the computer’s location, further questioning revealed another reason: 

“social-interactional requirements” (Lindlof, 1992, p. 297). With the always-with-you, 

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

salient. 

 While there is no shortage of quantitative data to document the advent, 

prevalence, and effects of mediated communication on family interaction, research 

applying a discourse analytic approach is notably sparse. Themes which emerge from a 

review of the literature focus on two primary topics: effects and access. That is, what 

influences is technology taken to exert on family communicative practices (and how are 

they viewed?) and, what affordances of class (assumptions of access) are invoked in 

conversations about technological devices? 

 Thus, one perspective on the assimilation of technology into everyday life is 

revealed by Blum-Kulka’s (1997) distinction between “sociability” and “socialization.” 

Discourse analysts and sociolinguists have identified family interaction generally, and 

family dinnertime especially, as important for the complementary goals of family 

sociability and child socialization. First, as a “sociable event,” talk at family dinner is not 

directed toward a particular goal (i.e., teaching), but has as its focus building rapport 

(Blum-Kulka, 1997, 36). Citing Lakoff (1990), Blum-Kulka (1997) describes interactions 

of this type as “egalitarian and collaborative” (p. 35). On the other hand, the “socializing 

functions” of family dinner point to particular goals (i.e., teaching table manners), and 

as such may be less-than-egalitarian, or non-egalitarian and “not necessarily 

collaborative” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, pp. 35-6). In this aspect, children are invited and 

expected to participate, “but parents reserve the right and power to modify and withhold 

[this privilege]” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, p. 38). Technology could possibly be seen as 

hindering, and/or facilitating, family sociability and child socialization. 
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 Reinforcing the importance of these complementary goals for the digital age, 

Turkle (2012) advocates making the dining room a “sacred space,” or “device-free zone” 

in order to “demonstrate the value of conversation to our children.” As Scelfo (2010) 

states, “there is little research on how parents’ constant use of… technology affects 

children, but experts say there is no question that engaged parenting… remains the 

bedrock of early childhood learning.” 

 In addition to questions of effects, the cost of acquiring technological devices 

begs questions of access and class. It is interesting to note here that all families in 

Lindlof’s (1992) study (referenced above) were white, middle- to upper-class. More 

recently, Johnstone (2008) finds that “people with the skill, inclination, and 

technological resources to blog or instant-message may be on average younger, 

wealthier, and better educated than the population as a whole” (p. 196). Similarly, Hays 

(1996) and Pugh (2005) point to the costs of “good,” middle-class intensive mothering, 

having access to the “experts” and being able to buy the “right toys.” 

 While families’ technology use is well-documented and there are plenty of public 

opinions about this, there is an absence of studies considering how parents are 

discursively positioned in regards to their own, and their children’s exposure to 

technology. An exception is Pigeron (2012), who analyzed videotaped and audiotaped 

interviews with parents from 32 dual-earner families, and finds that parental discourse 

on children’s media use at home is influenced by a “collective cultural consensus” that 

media exposure is “not healthy” (p. 16). Laden with cultural ambivalence toward the 

negative effects of technology, the conversation about “about how to maintain a healthy 

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

p. 18). 
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 Since media exposure is nearly unavoidable in an age where media competence is 

a necessary life skill, significant work was required on the part of parents in order to 

provide an accounting of children’s media use that could be seen as “coherent with 

ideologies of a family’s collective life and practices” (Pigeron, 2012, p. 28). In this “moral 

arena,” parents enact strategies such as accounting for strict parenting practices, 

contrasting their practices with others’, and blaming others for children’s media 

exposure; engaging in what Pigeron (2012) calls “moral discourse” in order to 

discursively portray themselves as good parents (pp. 15-7).  

 In summary, the studies reviewed in this section shed light on intersections 

between (maternal) identities, parenting practices, and technology. They complement 

studies reviewed in this chapter’s previous sections by demonstrating how the 

negotiation of parental (and maternal) identities is complicated by cultural ideologies 

about responsibility for the care of children and competing (and even conflicting) 

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

Foregrounding the role of interaction in the construction, or the co-construction, 

of identity, discourse analysis is a useful tool “to reflect on and interrogate some of our 

cultural models germane to language, literacy, learning, and people in society” (Gee, 

2008, p. 30). As a method, discourse analysis proceeds inductively, “work[ing] outward 

from texts to an understanding of their contexts” (Johnstone, 2008, p. 30). 

In the first analysis chapter (Chapter 4), I use discourse analysis to analyze a 

publicly available, video-recorded interview conducted by well-known American 

journalist Bill Moyers, which I transcribed using conversation analytic conventions 

developed by Jefferson (1984). Though I viewed the interview online at Moyers’ website, 

it was originally broadcast in October 2013 on the PBS program Moyers & Company. It 

is approximately 30 minutes in length and features Sherry Turkle, whom Moyers 

introduces as “a clinical psychologist who was one of the first to study the impact of 

computers on culture and society. A professor at MIT and Director of that school’s 

Initiative on Technology and Self, she’s written several important books based on deep 

research and hundreds of interviews with children and adults alike” (Moyers, 2013). 

Moyers and his guest Turkle discuss her book Alone Together and the implications of 

her findings. Especially relevant to this project are references Turkle makes to family 

interaction, and how parental identities are constructed in relation to technology use.  

In the second analysis chapter (Chapter 5), I introduce and analyze textual data 

in the form of comments posted at The New York Times’ website. In the summer of 

2010, The Times ran a series entitled, Your Brain on Computers. “The Risks of Parenting 

While Plugged In” was one installment in that series. Published in June of that year, the 

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

comments were posted. Turkle contributes 28 of these responses. 

With more than 28 million unique visitors each month, NYTimes.com claims to 

be the “# 1 individual newspaper site in the U.S.” and invites visitors to the site to 

“become part of one of the most engaged, loyal community of readers on the Web” (The 

New York Times, 2014). (While these data may be said to reflect the diverse 

perspectives of a broad readership, online audience demographics will be presented and 

explained in detail in the introduction to Chapter 5). As such, these comments permit a 

computer-mediated discourse approach to the construction of identity in interaction; 

and equally as important, they combine the “expert” perspective of the previous chapter 

with that of parents (specifically mothers) to reveal how each of these functions in the 

discursive construction of maternal identities in the digital age. 

With respect to communication in online fora, Herring (2004, p. 338), quoting 

Kolko (1995), describes an approach to computer-mediated discourse analysis which 

builds on the premise that, “language is doing… on the Internet, where physical bodies 

(and their actions) are technically lacking.” Computer-mediated discourse analysis uses 

theories and methods of discourse analysis, while keeping in mind the affordances and 

limitations of digital contexts (Herring, 2004). Thus, I use computer-mediated 

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

 

Introduction 
 

For Pew Research, Keeter and Taylor (2009) find that Millennials “are the first 

generation in human history who regard behaviors like tweeting and texting, along with 

websites like Facebook, YouTube, Google and Wikipedia, not as astonishing innovations 

of the digital era, but as everyday parts of their social lives.” Studying computer-

mediated communication, Susan Herring (2008), traces the integration of television 

“from popular introduction to widespread taken-for-grantedness,” and uses this 

timeline to predict that “the Internet could attain this [taken for granted] status by 

2015” (p. 84). The smartphone traces a similar trajectory from luxury to ubiquity in the 

twenty years since its advent: 74% of adults ages 30 to 49 now own smartphones, and 

that statistic climbs to 83% for adults ages 18 to 29 (Pew, 2014). 

In January 2011, developmental psychologist and MIT Professor Sherry Turkle 

published Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each 

Other. In it, she contends that technology is luring us into relinquishing (face-to-face) 

interpersonal relationships for virtual ones, which offer “the illusion of companionship 

without the demands of friendship,” (Turkle, 2011, p. 1). Recognizing that there has 

always been a desire to connect with those who are not, or cannot be, physically present, 

Turkle (2011) follows the trajectory of what she calls “the domain of connectivity” (p. 

207). Ironically, she observes, in this quest to connect, we continue to substitute 

personal means for impersonal. The telephone was replaced by voicemail, voicemail by 

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

207).  

Further, she concludes that this phenomenon is not unique to a particular age 

group or generation. For example, one teenager in particular, a 16-year old girl Turkle 

(2011) calls Audrey, describes her mother as “engrossed with the phone,” to the extent 

that when her mother picks her up from school or sports practice, Audrey “sit[s] in the 

car and wait[s] in silence” until her mother is finished texting (pp. 189-90). (Turkle 

relates this narrative in the interview which I analyze in this chapter). On her part, 

however, Audrey also confesses to texting when with friends, and doing “everything she 

can to avoid a call” (Turkle, 2011, p. 190). 

In anticipation of, and following the release of Alone Together, Turkle has 

appeared in numerous television and radio interviews in which she both describes and 

warns against the effects of technology on human interaction in general, and family 

interaction specifically. This in some way echoes earlier concerns about technology and 

family life, such as when, decades ago, the television was dubbed “the electronic 

babysitter” (a term which persists today and has since come to include other devices). 

One such interview will be the focus of this analysis. 

 Any discussion of parenting in the digital age must first consider what it means to 

be a parent; that is, what responsibilities are attached to the role of parent? With this as 

a backdrop, I consider how an expert (Turkle) discursively constructs the parent-child-

technology relationship by analyzing how she depicts talk about technology use (by both 

parents and their children); I demonstrate how this talk reveals ideologies about the 

impact of technology on parenting. In what follows, I first suggest that concept of 

positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990) and the MIR Device (Sacks, 1989) serve as lenses 
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through which to view the interview. Building on work by Schiffrin (1996, 2000), I also 

consider how identities are constructed in narrative, such as the stories told by Turkle in 

the interview. I then analyze transcribed extracts of a televised interview with Turkle 

and Bill Moyers of PBS, with special attention devoted to segments in which Turkle 

refers specifically to the relationship between technology and family interaction. 

Taking a perspective that discourse both shapes, and is shaped by, the context in 

which it occurs, my analysis sheds light on how an expert uses language to construct the 

potential drawbacks of technology in family life, and to identify strategies parents 

should use to manage technology use by family members, especially children. 

Specifically, I show how how—via positioning, the MIR Device, what Pomerantz (1986) 

calls Extreme Case formulations, and narratives (Schiffrin, 1996; 2000)—both expert 

and parental identities are constructed in talk.  

With this, I hope to contribute to the existing body of work on parental identity 

construction in interaction, as well as technology and interaction, and finally to link the 

two by illuminating the discursive negotiation of identity in relation to technology and 

cultural expectations of motherhood in contemporary society. In doing so, I 

demonstrate how an expert constructs the relationship between parenting and 

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

 
Analysis 

 
Here, I present five extracts of an interview between PBS talk show host Bill 

Moyers and Sherry Turkle, author of Alone Together: Why We Expect More From 

Technology and Less From Each Other. I apply positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 

1990) to demonstrate how positioning functions to socially construct the ‘role’ of 
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parenthood within what the authors refer to as “a subjective history with its attendant 

emotions and beliefs” (p. 52). That is, to position oneself as ‘parent’ (or I would suggest 

‘good parent’) necessitates familiarity with “the multiple expectations and obligations of 

care for children that are entailed” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 52). In other words, 

positioning occurs in the shadow of culturally-established ideologies about responsible 

parenting.  Sacks’ (1989) MIR Device also contributes to my analysis. 

Following Davies and Harré (1990, p. 52), the traditional, dramaturgical 

metaphor for the social construction of identity in interaction assigns participants 

predetermined parts whose lines have already been written. Viewing the self “as a 

choosing subject,” however, Davies and Harré (1990) suggest that positioning explains 

how participants locate themselves “in conversations according to those narrative forms 

with which [they] are familiar” (p. 52), which they call “story lines” (p. 48). Relevant to 

this analysis is the concept of “interactive positioning in which what one person says 

positions another” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). The particular “story” limits which 

positions are made available to participants (p. 52).  

Using the “role” of mother as example, Davies and Harré (1990) explain how 

positioning relates to “personal understandings and sets of emotions” on the one hand, 

and “knowledge of social structures” on the other (p. 52). These “personal 

understandings” and “knowledge(s)” are informed by experiences, or “narratives that we 

have lived out in relation to particular mothers” (p. 52). So position is both locally and 

culturally informed in that participants in interaction draw upon all of these resources 

“in constructing the present moment” (p. 44).  

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

unfolding, with a limitless number of positions available to take up, in actual experience, 
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identity “can only be expressed and understood through the categories” that are made 

available in interaction (p. 46). I stress here how the discursive expression of identity is 

thus limited to recognizable categories in which the self may presently be positioned in a 

particular story line. 

This is consistent with Sacks’ (1989) contention regarding the MIR Device “that 

there is a class of category sets” that “have common properties” (p. 271). Knowledge of 

the properties of these categories informs inferences about individual members of such 

categories. Likewise, since individuals serve to represent these categories of which they 

are members, knowledge about the individual translates to knowledge about the 

category. In addition to “making new knowledge,” as Sacks (1989) points out, the MIR 

Device also functions as a social control device (p. 273). That is, the notion of 

membership is a locally and personally relevant construct. Members of society in 

general and of these categories in particular perform “routine monitoring in terms of 

these categories” to acquire knowledge both about their own categories and others. All 

of this is relevant to this analysis, since these generalizations are powerful and at times, 

less-than-conscious (p. 274). 

Indeed these categories exert a powerful and pervasive force on both interaction 

and the construction of identity. The MIR Device not only sheds light on how 

individuals view others, but how they view themselves; it also highlights what 

assumptions and generalizations they can be observed to be making about the groups of 

which they are, and are not, members. 

A related approach which incorporates both positioning and the MIR Device 

emphasizes the role of narrative in “the construction and display of our sense of who we 

are” (Schiffrin, 1996, p. 168). Schiffrin (1996) finds, “the way we tell our stories also 



28 

 

 

 

reveals a self that exists within a cultural matrix of meaning, beliefs, and normative 

practices” (p. 170). This is relevant to the data presented here, as is Schiffrin’s (1996) 

observation, “stories about women in families offer a particularly interesting site for… 

analyses,” since “the family provides our first set of social relationships” and further, it 

“remains a traditional nexus of social life and cultural meaning for many women” (p. 

170). 

The extract below of the Moyers-Turkle interview is used to demonstrate 

precisely how (in what ways) positioning, the MIR Device and narrative function to 

discursively construct parent and child identities with respect to technology and family 

interaction, and position both in ways that may be recognized as consistent with cultural 

ideologies about responsibilities for the care of children.  

The first extract occurs near the beginning of the interview. Moyers has 

introduced the segment and his guest, Turkle, to the viewing audience. Figure 1 below 

shows the physical arrangement of the participants in the interview. Figure 2 shows 

Turkle talking; her book is shown to viewers at home. After introducing Turkle, Moyers 

previews the YouTube video, “I Forgot My Phone,” in which a young woman without a 

cell phone is ignored by those around her (since they are absorbed in their devices). 

Following its viewing, Moyers asks for Turkle’s thoughts. Note that her response 

proceeds inductively, from broad principles to a very specific conclusion: one with 

implications for parents and children.  
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Figure 1. Bill Moyers & Sherry Turkle.  Figure 2. Sherry Turkle. “Alone together.” 

Extract 1:  02:36-03:29. “If you don’t teach your children.”  
8 BM: What are you thinking as you look at that? 
9 ST: Well I call it "alone to↑gether." That we're-  
10  we’re moving to a space (.) wher:e we feel free  
11  (.) to- to respo:nd to the three promises that  
12  technology now makes us. That we can always  
13  be heard (.) that we can be wherever we want to  
14  be (.) and that we never have to be alone. And  
15  that third ↑promise actually is terribly  
16  important because I believe that the capacity  
17  for solitude is terribly important to develop. I- I  
18  even believe that if you don't teach your  
19  children to be alone (.) they'll only know how to  
20  be lonely. And by not developing this capacity  
21  for solitude, we're not doing our children a  
22  favor. 
 

Here Turkle begins to build her case for the importance of developing what she calls the 

capacity for solitude. In her response, Turkle constructs this capacity as ‘developed’ or 

learned (not innate). And, Turkle not only emphasizes the importance of, but assigns 

responsibility for, developing this capacity in children: She uses the verb develop in line 

17 with no stated subject, and teach in line 18 with the generalized referring term you. 

Thus, in both instances the subject, parents, is left to inference. Note the choice of 

pronoun in reference to children in lines 18 and 19 (your children) and again in line 21 

(our children). 

The presence of these possessive pronouns denotes ownership or responsibility 

for these children; responsibility that is traditionally (culturally) associated with 
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parents. Therefore, I suggest here that Turkle’s response positions parents as 

responsible for teaching their children to be alone, or to develop the capacity for 

solitude. Interestingly, the fulfillment of these responsibilities constitutes doing children 

a favor, one which Turkle deems terribly important. I further suggest that in 

highlighting the capacity for solitude and assigning responsibility for its development in 

children to others (“you” and “we”), Turkle limits what positions parents may take up in 

the discourse surrounding technology and family interaction. 

 Though the following extract appears nearly 14 minutes later in the interview, it 

bears striking similarity to Extract 1, above. Here, Turkle has just described “Dinner,” a 

television commercial for the Facebook Home app, which was designed to provide 

Android users with “an immersive Facebook experience featuring full-screen photos, 

status updates, and notifications” (Constine, 2013). The commercial aired nationally, 

and is also shown in the interview while she is speaking. In it, a teenager uses her 

smartphone to visit the site at dinner with her extended family. As she does, images 

from her phone come to life in the room, and she is able to escape what Turkle calls “the 

boring bits of human conversation” (line 280). 

Once again, positioning theory is useful in illuminating cultural ideologies of 

parental responsibility vis à vis children, though once again this is not fully articulated. 

Thus, I shift the focus slightly from parental identities to those of children. That is, to fit 

into the category ‘child’ is to have to be taught (line 288). As such, the label ‘child’ 

functions as what Sacks (1989) terms an MIR Device. By linking children and teaching, 

Turkle once again implies, but does not state directly, the role of parents in this process. 

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

Extract 2: 17:06-17:47. “Children have to be taught.” 
286       … And you have  
287  to sort of work with somebody and get- this is  
288  conver↑sation. And children have to be taught  
289  and this is why it's a- it's a gift to them to say,  
290  "Put down the device and let's talk." And so  
291  what concerns me as a developmental  
292  psychologist watching children grow in this  
293  new world where being bo:red is something  
294  that never has to be tolerated for a moment.  
295  You can always go someplace where you're  
296  stimulated stimulated stimulated um is that  
297  people are losing that capacity. And that's very  
298  serious. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

inferences underlying this interaction specifically, and interaction in general. Children 
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are positioned as lacking knowledge or guidance, and parents as responsible for 

providing it, since, as Sacks (1989) finds, the “importance of such a phenomenon is that 

it’s not just one category’s view of another, but that knowledge is standardized across 

the categories” (p. 276). In other words, parents are expected to perform the “social act” 

(Ochs, 1992, 1993) of teaching. 

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

summary: 

 Extract 1  Extract 2 
Line(s)  Line(s)  
16-7 & 
20-1 

“the capacity for solitude” 293, 
297 

“being bored” “that capacity” 

18 “teach your children”  
(active voice) 

288 “children have to be taught” 
(passive voice) 

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

(evaluative) 
297-8 “very serious” 

(evaluative) 

Table 1. Parallel themes from Extracts 1 and 2. 

These extracts evidence thematic parallels, as Table 1 demonstrates. “The capacity for 

solitude” is mentioned twice in full in the first extract and referenced as “that capacity” 

and used synonymously with “being bored” in the second. Turkle makes the MIR 

Devices “parent” and “child” relevant by highlighting responsibilities for each, namely, 

for “teaching” and “being taught.” This responsibility is then endowed with special 

value, as “a favor” and “a gift,” and deemed “important” and “serious.” 

The notion of parental responsibility implied in Extracts 1 and 2 is made explicit 

in the following extract. Whereas interpretation in the above extracts draws upon a 

shared cultural knowledge of the roles of “parent” and “child” to infer responsibility, 

Turkle explicates this assumption below. In fact, it is here, only moments before the 

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

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

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

Extract 3: 30:05-30:43. “I’ve a lot of practical advice for parents.” 
512 BM: So do you have a couple of practical things that  
513  you would suggest to people about how to use  
514  this technology? Facebook ’n Twitter social  
515  media (.) for happiness and meaning? 
516 ST:  I’ve a lot of practical advice for par↑ents (.)  
517  which is to create sacred spaces in your ho:me. 
518 BM: By which you mean- 
519 ST: Places that are device free. Kitchen dining  
520  room and the car.  
521 BM: Hm. 
522 ST:  You can't introduce this idea when your child is  
523  ↑15 that the car is for chatt↑ing. From the very  
524  beginning kitchen dining room and the car are  
525  places where (1.0) we talk. And you ex↑plain to  
526  your child, "This isn't a you know- this is  
527  important to me (.) we're a family I need to talk  
528  to you. I need to talk to you." 

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

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

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

particular kind of person; namely, the kind qualified to advise others, an authority. Yet 



34 

 

 

 

her response essentially fails to answer the question asked in three ways. In the first line 

of this extract, Moyers expresses his request in the plural form as a couple of practical 

things, yet Turkle supplies only one: create sacred spaces in your home (line 517). In so 

doing, she positions parents as the gatekeepers in the family regarding technology. 

Next, employing the indirect object to people in line 513, Moyers articulates the 

intended audience for this advice, a general audience. As mentioned previously, and of 

special interest to this analysis is line 516, wherein Turkle articulates the intended 

recipient of her advice: parents. The responsibility for creating sacred spaces (spaces 

where children might develop the capacity for solitude and for being bored) is explicitly 

assigned to parents. Finally, Moyers qualifies the type of advice he is asking for as how 

to use this technology… for happiness and meaning (lines 513-515). But Turkle’s 

response does not address either of these. In fact, no advice is given on how to use 

technology, but rather, to avoid it in the kitchen, dining room and the car, all deemed 

sacred spaces that should be device free (lines 517-520). 

 I have thus demonstrated how positioning and the MIR Device function in these 

first three extracts to discursively construct the identities “parent” and “child,” and how 

these positionings occur within broader ideologies of technology use, family interaction 

and childcare responsibilities. Next, I present two final extracts in which narrative and 

extreme case formulations work to similarly position parents, specifically mothers, in 

ideologically recognizable ways. 

In Extract 4, Turkle presents a narrative as an example of what she calls 

technological affordance and human vulnerability (lines 55-56). Moyers has just posed 

the question, “Isn't every media revolution greeted with the kinds of concerns we've 

been expressing?” Though it begins with a hypothetical tone, note in in line 63 that 
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Turkle seems to indicate this is her telling of an actual scenario; one in fact which bears 

striking similarity to the interview with Audrey reported in her book and referenced in 

the introduction to this chapter. 

  
Figure 5. Turkle. “This is the gesture.” Figure 6. Turkle. “Go like that.” 

Extract 4: 05:31-06:20. “The desire to look at that one last message.” 
58 ST:  Um a mother ado:res being with her children. And 
59  yet with ↑this technology she: is so vulnerable 
60  to the stimulation of knowing what the next 
61  message is on her cell phone that when she 
62  picks her kid up at school and the kid comes in- 
63  >(’cause) I studied this< the kid comes in to the 
64  car this is the gesture she makes to her child 
65  ((looks down at imaginary phone in left hand, 
66  shakes head ‘no’ while making a ‘waving off’ 
67  gesture with right arm outstretched.)) "Let me just 
68  finish this one- this one last email. Let me just 
69  get this one message." And does not make eye 
70  contact with the child as the child comes in. It's 
71  the- it’s the desire to look at that one last 
72  message that causes her to go like that ((same 
73  waving off gesture repeated)) to her child. 

 
Turkle’s use of the indefinite article a in line 58 generalizes mother such that this 

narrative does not appear to be about one mother in particular, but a reference to a 

common scenario that indexes the broader ideology of high accommodation and child-

centered parenting. It is interesting to note here that Turkle does not directly criticize 

the mother, rather she attributes blame for the mother’s behavior to what she later 

describes as “technology’s pull” (lines 101-2). 



36 

 

 

 

In fact, Turkle frequently employs this technology-as-drug metaphor throughout 

the interview, using terminology commonly associated with addictive substances, such 

as “stimulating” in line 36 (also “stimulation,” line 60; and “stimulated,” line 296), and 

claiming that technology “revs us up” (line 38), and “puts us neurochemically in a state” 

(lines 38-9). She later describes “the neurochemical hit of constant connection” (line 

109), from which we “get a high” (line 112). In selecting this metaphor, Turkle displays a 

negative stance toward technology; yet stops short of criticizing those who use it, instead 

referring to them as “vulnerable” (lines 56-7, 59, 76, 316, and 465). 

Stating, it is the message that causes her to go like that, in line 72, Turkle 

establishes a causal connection, one which as Schiffrin (2000) finds, constitutes a 

“delicate minimization of parental–and especially maternal–responsibility” (p. 13). 

Here, the relationship between narrative, positioning and ideology is put on display. As 

Davies and Harré (1990) state, “positions may be seen… in terms of known ‘roles’ 

(actual or metaphorical), or in terms of known characters in shared story lines” (p. 49). 

The ‘role’ of mother carries with it an implicit (though at times explicit) set of 

expectations or assumptions about responsibility.  

In constructing an identity of a mother who succumbs to the stimulation of 

knowing (line 60) and does not make eye contact with her child (lines 69-70), Turkle’s 

narrative here illuminates the implicit assumption that mothers who adore their 

children (as indeed all mothers should) behave accordingly by disregarding their devices 

and performing their adoration through attentive behavior and eye contact. 

 In the final extract, I highlight the ways extreme case formulations (Pomerantz, 

1986) work to legitimize Turkle’s claims vis à vis parents’ responsibility toward their 

children. Pomerantz (1986) categorizes uses of extreme case formulations, or 
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descriptions employing extreme terms such as “completely,” “perfectly,” or “every” (p. 

219). These uses are, defending against or countering challenges, proposing objectivity 

(as opposed to “a product of the interaction or the circumstances”), and proposing “that 

some behavior is not wrong, or is right, by virtue of its status as frequently occurring or 

commonly done” (Pomerantz, 1986, p. 220). For example, Pomerantz notes that a 

woman seeking restitution for a dress damaged by a dry cleaner describes the dress 

(when she dropped it off) as “brand new” (p. 221). In this case, “‘Brand new’ is an 

extreme case of ‘new’ – it is as new as it can be” (Pomerantz, 1996, p. 221). As such, 

individuals use extreme case formulations to discursively construct the legitimacy of 

their claims, (and thereby of themselves as speakers). 

Here, Moyers and Turkle are discussing the effects of what she calls experiencing 

interruptions as connection. Arrows highlight several instances of extreme case 

formulations in this extract; these contribute to highlighting how harmful technologies 

can be for families and children. 

 

Figure 7. Moyers & Turkle. “And you know.” 
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Extract 5: 14:36-15:23. “Everything bad and… everything good.” 
238 ST:  Things have gotten so (.) ba:d that  
239   the culture is starting to present things that  
240   used to be dystopian as utopian. And my best  
241   example is dinner. There's an ad for Facebook  
242   um which- a dinner (.) a typical Norman  
243   Rockwell dinner the type you were evoking.  
244   ↑Big family and extended family is at dinner.  
245   And you- you know this is going to be good  
246   because dinner is the thing that we all know  
247   protects against juvenile delinquency people  
248   stay in schoo:l if they have dinner with their  
249   families. It protects against you know  
250   everything ba:d and it encourages everything  
251   good in the growing up of a child. 
 

Here I break down the instances of extreme case formulations. In her first utterance 

(line 238), Turkle describes the current obsession with technology as so bad, an extreme 

case of “bad,” or “as bad as can be.” To demonstrate just how bad, Turkle presents her 

best example in line 240; that is, no other example illustrates her point more effectively. 

In lines 245 and 246, know and we all know represent layers of extreme case 

formulations. First, in contrast with “think” or “believe,” “know” represents an extreme 

case of certainty. We all, finds Pomerantz (1986), in referencing no one in particular, is a 

formulation of “everyone” (p. 224). A gloss of we all know (line 246) reads, “every single 

person is absolutely certain.” Use of the definite article “the” in the thing (describing 

dinner in line 246) invites an interpretation as not “some” thing, or “a” thing, but the 

“only” thing.  

 Perhaps the strongest example here, and one which Turkle emphasizes in line 

250 is everything, as in everything bad and everything good. Everything here 

formulates a proportion of bad, or good, respectively, as “the whole, the complete, or the 

total set” (Pomerantz, 1986, p. 225). That is, not “some” bad or good, but every possible 

bad is avoided and every possible good achieved through family dinner. Finally, (and 
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perhaps to a lesser extent), the growing up of a child (line 251) may be viewed as 

encompassing the entire span of children’s developmental years. The examples in this 

extract thus illustrate the ways in which extreme case formulations work to discursively 

legitimize claims. Turkle constructs parents as responsible for managing technology in 

the family, and technology as potentially very harmful to everyday family interactions 

and child development. 

 Taken together, these extracts provide a glimpse into the way an expert 

constructs the relationship between technology and family interaction. In ways both 

implicit and explicit, Turkle positions parents as responsible for the socialization of 

children. As such, she depicts the relationship between technology and child-centered, 

high accommodation parenting as a tenuous one at best. 

 
Discussion 

In this chapter, I have analyzed discourse surrounding the relationship between 

technology and family interaction, specifically the way an expert perceives and talks 

about the role of technology in family life, in order to reveal how all of this points to 

ideologies about parenting. This analysis contributes to the study of identities in 

interaction in the following ways: first, it contributes to work on constructing parental 

(with some attention to maternal) identities within cultural ideologies of parenting. 

Second, it fills a gap in research on parenting ideologies, parental identities and family 

interaction in the digital age, specifically as it refers to the discursive construction of the 

impact(s) of technology on family life. 

As Schiffrin (1996) finds, stories in general (and “mother/daughter stories” 

specifically) “offer especially good opportunities to examine the way narrative displays 
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self and identity” (p. 171). These narratives are always “situated in prior discourse” 

(Schiffrin, 1996, 181; as Gee [2008] might contend, Discourse). Thus when participants 

interact, they “position themselves and others as particular kinds of people,” within the 

story lines of which they find themselves a part (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 595). This is 

accomplished, in part, by calling on “cultural stereotypes… as a resource” (Davies & 

Harré, 1990, p. 50). Relevant to this analysis is Ochs’ (1992) conclusion “that images of 

women are linked to images of mothering and that such images are socialized through 

communicative practices associated with caregiving” (p. 337). In American society 

(specifically white middle class), these caregiving practices are characterized by “a 

communicative strategy of high accommodation to young children” (pp. 346-7), 

technology is construed as preventing this accommodation. As Pigeron (2012) asks, “is 

there such a thing as being ‘too involved’ when you deal with your children’s well-

being?” (p. 27). Indeed, it appears that there is not. As such, childcare practices are 

“embedded in a particularly negatively-valenced media ideology” (Pigeron, 2012, p. 27). 

My analysis of this interview between Bill Moyers and Sherry Turkle suggests that 

in establishing and consistently referring to a link between children and teaching, and 

by (implicitly or explicitly) assigning responsibility to others (“you,” “we,” “parents,” 

“mother”), Turkle both points to and reifies recognizable parenting and maternal 

ideologies. This reveals the ways that, as Gee (2008; 2013) and Johnstone (2008) 

remind us, every utterance reflects an ideology, while also highlighting ideologies about 

parental identities in particular. Narrative, the MIR Device, and extreme case 

formulations contribute to such ideological constructs. 

As Gordon (2015a) explains, positioning theory “makes ties between the here-

and-now of conversation, prior conversations, and broader ideologies” (p. 10). As Davies 
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and Harré (1990) find, these ideologies “are coercive to the extent that to be 

recognizably and acceptably a person we must operate within their terms” (p. 52). 

Examining how (personal) narratives and (external/structural) story lines intersect 

and/or overlap such that certain positions are made available while others are not thus 

reveals how choices in interaction are limited by “the roles that are recognizably 

allocated” (p. 52-3). Positions Turkle makes readily available for parents are teacher of 

children, as well as gatekeeper of technology for the family. (They are also positioned as 

potential “addicts” of technology, but that is a topic for another study). 

This analysis contributes to our understanding of positioning theory and ideology 

in discourse by illuminating the ways in which ideologies serve to limit the positions 

parents may take up in the discourse surrounding technology and family interaction, 

and how all of this affects how to ‘do’ being a good parent in the age of technology.  

A limitation here is that this is but one interview with one expert, and further, the 

voices of parents themselves are not represented. In addition, and as discussed 

previously, the discourse analyzed here leaves the audience question unanswered, yet 

seems to point to American middle class ideologies and practices. That is, the 

conversation about technology invokes questions about access. As Johnstone (2008) 

finds, those with access to technological resources “may be on average younger, 

wealthier, and better educated than the population as a whole” (p. 196). And this is 

relevant, since the generalizability of these findings may be limited in their scope. 

Future research might look at the conversation surrounding technology and parenting 

from other expert perspectives, and/or include those of parents to analyze the ways in 

which their individual voices either ratify or reject the current public discourse 
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surrounding the impact(s) of technology on family life. My next chapter turns to how 

parents do this in an online context.   
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Chapter 5: “Turn off your phones and spend that time with your child!” 
Maternal Responsibility in the Digital Age 

 

Introduction 
 

The word “mother” likely conjures different images for different people. The 

impression experienced by this word is influenced by many factors, both individually 

experienced and culturally socialized. Given the diversity of these experiences, it is 

interesting then, to note common images and themes as they appear in discourse about 

mothers. 

Gee’s (2013) differentiation between "Big 'D' Discourses," which refer to the ways 

group social conventions "allow people to enact specific identities and activities," and 

"little 'd' discourse," which refers to "any stretch of language in use" contributes to the 

analysis of the ways humans "act out distinctive identities and activities." In order to be 

recognized as having a particular identity, we are socialized to speak, act and interact in 

specific ways. In other words, in producing “discourse,” speakers construct and refer to 

“Discourses” that are associated with identities, and my analysis reveals the ways in 

which these discourses and Discourses intersect and overlap, and how all of this 

challenges notions of parenting, mothering, childcare and technology in the digital age. 

In this chapter, I analyze comments posted on The New York Times’ website 

following an article entitled, “The Risks of Parenting While Plugged In.” The content of 

the article itself is certainly relevant to this analysis, but it is the comments which 

provide a glimpse into the discursive construction of parental identities in the digital 

age. Specifically, I show how posters discursively construct the identities of parents, and 

especially mothers, as requiring intensive engagement with children (following Hays, 

1996); I also suggest that this kind of mothering, and maternal identity, has 
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socioeconomic class implications. That is, these expectations, and one’s ability to “live 

up” to them, reflect values and privileges typically associated with the middle- or upper-

classes. I thus illustrate how big-D Discourses are created in the little-d discourse of 

online comments, while also showing how little-d discourse reflects big-D Discourse. In 

what follows, I first introduce The New York Times comments which serve as the data 

for this analysis. I then present demographic information and a brief summary of 

relevant themes in the data, and contextualize these findings before turning to analysis. 

The analysis presented in this chapter is divided into five sections. In the first two 

sections, I apply Ochs’ (1992, 1993) theory of indexicality, in particular how social acts 

and stances accomplish indexing of identities, to a subset of comments about technology 

use in one parenting context: pushing a child in a stroller while talking on a cell phone. 

The posters perform verbal acts and display negative affective stances toward the 

parents (and mothers) who do this. I also extend this notion of acts and stances to 

include nonverbal acts, and to the stances of the mothers described in the comments. 

Thus, through analysis of a subset of these comments, I demonstrate how the act of 

pushing a stroller and displaying a stance of interest and concern by interacting with the 

child in the stroller are linked with the identity of “good mother.” In other words, a 

“good mother” is one who uses stroller time as a time for conversation and interaction 

with the child. 

In the third section, I apply research from sociology that examines legal, medical 

and media discourses of parental responsibility for child health and wellbeing. 

Examining parenting magazines, Sunderland (2006) finds that despite claims of “shared 

parenting” and attempts to address both fathers and mothers, fathers continue to be 

underaddressed in these media. Zivkovic et al.’s (2010) examination of both legal and 
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print media representations of child obesity in Australia finds that responsibility is 

indeed beset by gendered assumptions, and in these accounts “parent” is code for 

“mother.” These findings suggest that in many cases mothers are assumed to be primary 

parents who are ultimately responsible for children. 

In the fourth section, I build on previous sections to demonstrate that mothering 

as indexed by the acts and stances contained within these analyses, and alluded to in 

references to parenting in general, in many cases actually refers to a particular type of 

mothering theorized by Hays (1996). The cultural contradictions of motherhood (Hays, 

1996) reflect the tension between seemingly incompatible logics: the logic of the 

marketplace and its emphasis on rational efficiency, and the logic of intensive 

mothering and its emphasis on tirelessly selfless sacrifice by mothers on behalf of their 

sacred children. As I will demonstrate, these tensions, and thus the ideology of intensive 

mothering, permeate these comments. 

The fifth and final section concludes this analysis by examining references (both 

direct and indirect) to class, wealth, and socioeconomic status. Any conversation about 

technology is also a conversation about access to resources; this is an access that may be 

viewed as a privilege by some and as a right by others. Pugh (2005), examining 

marketing in toy catalogs, finds that marketers target women (specifically middle class 

women) as “default buyers,” since they are viewed as primary caregivers (p. 734; this is 

suggestive of Johnston’s [2007] research on gatekeeping in the family). In raising guilt 

and then offering “consumption as the honorable solution,” these catalogs offer what 

Pugh (2005) calls “the cultural deal” (p. 739). Indeed, these comments are rife with 

contentions about access to technology and all that it entails. 
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Data  

 In June of 2010, The New 

York Times ran a series 

entitled, “Your Brain on 

Computers.” Seven articles 

comprise the series. In this 

chapter I focus on comments 

posted in response to one: 

“The Risks of Parenting While 

Plugged In” (Figure 8 is a 

screenshot of this article as I 

accessed in its online format).  

As the title suggests, the article turns the spotlight from the effects of technology use on 

adolescents to “parents’ use of such technology – and its effect on their offspring” 

(Scelfo, 2010).  The degree of connectivity made possible by smartphones and laptops is 

portrayed in the article as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, parents may be able 

to work from home resulting in a greater quantity of time with their children; on the 

other, constantly checking these devices constitutes a distraction, thus more time at 

home does not necessarily translate to more quality time in interaction. The article also 

explores quantity/quality time through the lens of socioeconomic status, asking whether 

“increased use of technology encroaches on the time that well-to-do families spend 

communicating with their children” (since these families are more likely to be able to 

afford both digital devices and a stay-at-home parent) (Scelfo, 2010). 

Figure 8. Screenshot of article as published online.  
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Turkle, who is quoted in the piece, also participates in the forum, contributing 28 

of the 182 comments following the article. The remaining 154 comments are contributed 

by 148 unique contributors (seven individuals post two responses). Examining 

usernames, pronoun use (‘my husband”) and referring terms (“I am a SAHM” [Stay At 

Home Mom]) when present in each post, I was able to determine the gender of two-

thirds (99) of the contributors. I then generalized these percentages to the remaining 

one-third. (This classification is not entirely unproblematic, as I make the following 

assumptions: referring terms “husband” and “wife” are taken to reference heterosexual 

relationships, and names commonly associated with certain genders were counted as 

that gender; for example “Michelle” and “Claire” were assumed to be women, while 

“Roger” and “David” were assumed to be men). 

It is interesting to note that these numbers, while perhaps inexact, differ 

significantly from the audience demographics reported in the paper’s Online Media Kit 

(2015), which claims a 59% male and 41% female readership (The New York Times). 

Noting this difference, I sought possible explanations and offer two here. First, the title 

of the article to which these comments respond contains the word “parenting.” As I shall 

demonstrate in my analysis, “parent” is code for “mother” (Sunderland, 2006; Zivkovic, 

et al., 2010; Gordon, 2015b). In addition, while the cover photo (shown above) depicts a 

father, mother and two children, in the opening narrative a specialist in early childhood 

development relates an incident in which a toddler attempts to bite his mother after 

repeated attempts to draw her attention from her smartphone. Given these, it may 

simply be that more women were drawn to the article and/or were sufficiently intrigued 

by its premise to post a response. Nevertheless, these data are useful in reinforcing the 

analysis presented here. 
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The chart below compares the article comments I examine to the information 

provided by the media kit. 

  

Chart 1. NY Times Online Readership by Gender.  

As can be seen, female readers seem to be the primary participants in the comment 

thread I analyze, though in general more men are reportedly readers of the newspaper. 

I begin my inquiry into the discourse of the comments by presenting a brief 

analysis of the content of the comments to identify prevalent themes. As one might 

expect from the title of the article, there are many (196) references to “parent.” (This 

includes all singular, plural, and possessive forms, i.e., parents, parents’, parenting, etc. 

A similar logic was applied to counting references to “father,” and “mother,” in which 

forms of the title were also included, i.e., dad, daddy, mama, mom’s, etc.). Forms of 

“father” appear 24 times in 18 comments, “mother” appears 123 times in 61 posts. 

“Parent” and a reference to both “father” and “mother” appear in 8 comments. “Parent” 

and “father” appear together exclusively (with no reference to “mother”) twice, while 

“parent” and “mother” appear together exclusively 24 times. Finally, five comments 

reference “father” exclusively, and 44 reference “mother” exclusively.  
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The chart below illustrates these results. From it, an important theme emerges; 

namely, that in talk about parenting and childcare, it is often mom who is highlighted. 

 

Chart 2. Frequency Distribution of Terms.  

The focus on mothers in the comments reinforces previous findings regarding ideologies 

about parenting and parent-child relationships – mothers are viewed as being of 

primary importance. 

As suggested by the title of The New York Times article, of particular interest to 

the author is the relationship between parenting and technology. As I will demonstrate 

in my analysis, it quickly becomes apparent that “parenting” is actually code for 

“mothering.” Indeed it is not only the story which highlights cell phone/device use of 

mothers specifically (as opposed to parents in general), but this theme is evident in the 

comments as well. In the first two sections, posters link specific acts and stances with 

parenthood; specifically, the act of a mother pushing a stroller while displaying a stance 

of interest by interacting with the child in the stroller. Comments in the third section 

begin by referring to a purportedly gender neutral “parent” but thereafter switch to 

mothers, in referring terms, examples, and in some cases, both. The fourth section 
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builds on this by demonstrating that “parenting” is not merely a stand-in for 

“mothering” generally, but intensive mothering specifically (Hays, 1996). Finally, this 

analysis culminates with a fifth section which foregrounds some of the ideologies, 

cultural contradictions (Hays, 1996) and cultural deals (Pugh, 2005) unique to 

motherhood in the digital age. 

Analysis 

“Isolated in a Stroller:” Stroller Time an Opportunity for Socializing 

 In this first section, I extend Ochs’ (1993) notion of “verbal acts” – which she 

views as fundamental to constructing identities in interaction by accomplishing 

indexing -- to consider nonverbal acts. Specifically, I show how parenting is constructed 

as involving attending to the child while engaging in a specific nonverbal act: More than 

a dozen posts following this article contained some reference to parents (namely 

mothers) pushing children in strollers while talking on cell phones, and it is precisely 

this subset which I consider in the first two sections. It is interesting to note here that 

the article does not mention strollers at all. 

In what follows, I analyze four comments about strollers. Although these posters 

do not appear to be in conversation with one another (the first two have the same time 

stamp), repetition of this theme in the comments demonstrates how motherhood is 

indexed through the nonverbal act of pushing a child in a stroller. Talking on a cell 

phone while performing this act, however, is not consistent with the expectation for high 

accommodation described by Ochs (1992), thus constitutes a stance of disregard or 

disinterest toward the child. To adopt Gee’s (2013) terms, the observed little-d discourse 

does not match up with the Big-D Discourse regarding good mothering. In the post 
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shown below, kris brings up a concern about parents engaging with technology instead 

of children (Note that this and all other posts remain unaltered by me, with the 

exception of having added line numbers. The number at the beginning of the post 

indicates its ordering with the others that commented on the article.) 

54. kris 
 newmexico 
 June 10th, 2010 
 12:10 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

I have wondered about the effect technology has had on parental interaction. 
One thing that bothers me is seeing parents pushing children in strollers  
while talking on cell phones. I always spent such time talking to my children 
while I pushed them along and then as they walked along. Those times were 
excellent opportunities for talking and encouraging children to talk.  
Talking on cell phones prevents that type of parent-child interaction. 

 
This comment, and others examined in this section, makes parental identities in 

general, and maternal identities in particular, relevant, in part by naming those 

categories. Here “parents” and “children” are named in line 2. Since as Sacks (1989) 

states, “a great deal of the knowledge that members of a society have about the society is 

stored in terms of… categories,” naming these categories provokes readers to make 

inferences about individuals based on knowledge about the category (p. 272). 

Further, the posters index maternal identity through mention of the act of 

pushing a stroller and foregrounding the expectation for displaying a stance of concern 

or interest by interacting with the child in the stroller. These times are described in line 

5 as “excellent opportunities for talking and encouraging children to talk.” Stating, “I 

always spent such time talking to my children” (line 3, emphasis mine), this poster 

employs an extreme case formulation of frequency to establish the legitimacy of the 

claim while simultaneously distancing the poster from parents who talk on cell phones 

when pushing their children in strollers. Finally, in reporting being “bothered” in line 2, 

kris takes up an affective stance toward a parent performing this act without displaying 

the appropriate stance. 
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Similarly, in the first three lines of the next comment I examine, a poster who 

identifies herself as a “mom of 4” describes a “chatting” mother pushing a “silent child;” 

an act described as “missed opportunities for communication and conversation,” and a 

way to show children their value, since it “gives the child the sense that he matters to the 

parent” (line 5). Children should be “valued” by their parents (line 5-6), given the 

significance of “the ideologies of the sacred child and unselfish mothering” (Hays, 1996, 

p. 167). 

64. happy and 
healthy oldster 

 fort lauderdale 
 June 10th, 2010 
 12:10 pm 

1 
2 
3 

4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

9 

In the park this morning, I saw a mom pushing her silent child in a stroller, 
while chatting away non-stop on a cell phone. I was sad to see the missed 
opportunities for communication and conversation. 

A chat with a child is more than just a language and learning experience. It 
gives the child the sense that he matters to the parent, that his parent values 
him enough to spend time with him. Spending time with a child conveys  
much more than words and ideas – it communicates values. How we choose  
to spend our time reveals what we value in our lives. 

mom of 4 

 
As with the first comment, this poster names “mom,” “parent” and “child;” and these 

categories of membership permit, and perhaps even encourage, certain inferences to be 

made. In addition, since “any member of any category is presumptively a representative 

of that category,” the logic is both deductive and inductive (Sacks, 1989, p. 272). In other 

words, having knowledge about a particular category leads us to make inferences about 

individual members of a category. In the same way, knowledge about an individual 

member is used to augment existing knowledge about the category. All of this works 

here to underscore the expectation of interaction associated with the categories 

“mother” and “child;” an expectation which stands in stark contrast to the reality 

observed by this poster. Thus, in line 2, an affective stance, “sad,” is described. 
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 The final two comments in this section also name “parents” and “mothers,” and 

link them with interacting with children in strollers. (I present them together, because 

they are quite similar to one another; they were not adjacent posts online).  

105. Mouse Woman 
Northwest Coast 
June 10th, 2010 
2:43 pm 

1 
2 

3 

It makes me sad to see parents who take their child for an outing that  
consists of being isolated in a stroller while the parent talks on a cell phone. 

Some outing. 

 

134. KenM 
 St. Louis, MO 
 June 10th, 2010 
 5:48 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

I see mothers with strollers more often than not talking on their cell phones 
instead of interacting with their child. That is special time that should be  
spent talking about the world and interacting. Turn off your phones and  
spend that time with your child! Talk about the birds, or an interesting plant  
or beautiful flower or a squirrel. That is magic time that you can never get 
back. 

 
Though brief, these comments demonstrate themes identified in the first two comments. 

In the first line of comment 105, Mouse Woman reports feeling “sad” upon witnessing a 

child “isolated in a stroller.” Naming the membership categories “parents” and “child” 

prompts associations with certain behaviors, such as the expectation for interaction 

during stroller time. The absence of parent-child interaction violates this expectation. 

As KenM emphasizes in lines 2 and 5, stroller time is “special time” and even 

“magic time that you can never get back.” The use of “never” constitutes an extreme case 

formulation of time. The sense here is that time with a child is precious and 

irredeemable. As such, parents who do not take full advantage of the opportunity to 

interact with a child in a stroller are failing to adequately enact their parental identities: 

As Hays (1996) observes, membership in the category “mother” is time-consuming, 

since, “the logic that applies to appropriate child rearing… includes lavishing copious 

amounts of time [and] energy… on the child” (p. 8).  

Through naming membership categories “parent,” “mother” and “child,” and 

linking the performance of parental identities with interacting with the child in the 
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stroller, these comments illuminate expectations for parental (and specifically maternal) 

responsibilities for the care of the “sacred child” (Hays, 1996, p. 54). 

“Pushing a Stroller is a Social Experience!” Maternal Responsibility for 
Child Socialization 
 
 The acts and stances highlighted above that index maternal identity (specifically 

that of “good mother”) are made even more explicit in the comments presented below. 

While comments in the first section mention both “parent” and “mother” equally, note 

that in the comments below, ‘mother’ is mentioned exclusively. Here, posters go beyond 

the notion of “missed opportunities” to theorizing about the types of mothers who, 

though they perform the act of pushing strollers, do not display the expected stance by 

interacting with the child. Further, they speculate about the negative effects of such 

behavior. 

In highlighting (and criticizing) the behavior of mothers, comments in this 

section also serve to illustrate a conclusion reached by sociologists Sunderland (2006) 

and Zivkovic et al. (2010):  in medical, legal and media representations of childcare, 

“parent” is frequently a stand-in for “mother.” (I examine this in more depth in the next 

section). Discourse analysts Kendall (2007) and Johnston (2007) also arrive at a similar 

conclusion: even between couples who adopt and express an egalitarian co-parenting 

philosophy or ideology, mothers continue to be positioned, and to position themselves, 

as primarily responsible for childcare. I show how the posters index identities through 

performing verbal acts such as criticizing and hypothesizing and through taking up 

affective stances toward the mothers of whom they speak. Applying Ochs’ (1993) 

framework, I demonstrate how the mothers described are not recognized as “good 

mothers”; this in turn has implications for the construction of a “good mother” identity.   
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In the comment below, “mother” is named as the guilty party. Further, 

CrusaderRabbit takes up a far more critical stance toward the mothers than the posters 

whose comments have been analyzed thus far. Affectively-loaded lexical items like 

“cringe” and “lonely” are used to describe the reaction to seeing a mother not giving her 

child attention, and how the child must feel as a result. 

8. CrusaderRabbit 
 Chicago, IL 
 June 10th, 2010 
 8:06 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

I cringe every time I see a mother completely engrossed in a phone 
conversation while pushing a child in a stroller. Isn’t there something she  
could be pointing out to her child instead? It’s like the child isn’t even there. 
What a lonely way to grow up. I bet they compensate for this inattention by 
buying the child stuff. 

In line 3 of this comment, CrusaderRabbit performs the act of criticizing, observing, “It’s 

like the child isn’t even there.” Given that mothers (specifically in white American 

middle class culture) are traditionally expected to exhibit relentlessly nurturing 

behavior, any accusation of child neglect, however implicit, constitutes a particularly 

scathing critique. While posters in the first section of this analysis took up affective 

stances such as “bother” and “sadness,” the affective stance taken up by this poster 

(“cringe,” line 1) is much more severe. 

Beginning in the singular (“a mother” in line 1; “she” in line 2) yet concluding in 

the plural (“they,” line 4), this comment also demonstrates the relevance of the MIR 

Device. Here, knowledge about what one mother does is generalized to all mothers. In 

this case, one mother talking on a cell phone is discursively constructed as neither an 

innocent nor an isolated incident. Rather, the act of talking on cell phones while pushing 

children in strollers is generalized to all mothers and correlated with spoiling with 

material goods, since as CrusaderRabbit states in lines 4 and 5, “I bet they compensate 

for this inattention by buying the child stuff” (emphasis mine). 
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Turkle sometimes responded directly to criticisms of mothers and their 

mothering behaviors. In many cases, Turkle indexes expert identity by citing the 

findings of her research. In others she presents cautionary tales and defends her work 

against critics. Finally, and as is the case here, Turkle aligns herself with posters, using 

phrases such as, “I am sympathetic to this comment.” Here she responds to a prior 

comment about mothers paying attention to their phones while pushing a stroller. Note 

the affective stance descriptors in comment 45, and the ways Turkle works to both align 

with the reader regarding parenting and technology ideology and index her expert 

identity. I present these comments back-to-back, as they appeared online. 

45. slartibartfast 
New York 
June 10th, 2010 
10:40 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

This is, unfortunately, a common, and infuriating, occurrence in New York, I 
can’t tell you how many times I've seen mothers gabbing on their cell  
phones, pushing one of those SUV strollers, empty, while their toddler 
struggles 6 or 8 feet behind, The obliviousness of the mother is obvious. 
Another charming sight is the mother with her headphones on who can’t  
hear her child crying. Why do these people become parents? 

 Sherry Turkle 
Author, “Alone 
Together: Why 
We Expect More 
of Technology 
and Less of 
Each Other” 
June 10th, 2010 
12:50 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

In addition to the mothers pushing empty strollers problem, there is also the 
problem of mothers on the phone, with an ignored child in the stroller. 
Pushing a stroller is a social experience! My office, where I am now, faces a 
park. Parents are pushing children on swings while texting! Pushing swings 
is a social experience. 

Prevalent in the comments in this section are affective stances described in the harshest 

of terms. Here, slartibartfast performs the verbal acts of exaggerating (and thus 

misrepresenting) the pushing/talking behavior, criticizing and complaining. Strollers 

are compared to large cars (“SUV strollers,” line 3), the conversation is reduced to 

“gabbing” (line 2), and the behavior is described as “obliviousness” (line 4). All of this 

leads the poster to take up an affective stance of “infuriation” (line 1). 
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In her response to this post, Turkle explicitly classifies the pushing/talking act as 

a “problem” in line 1. Performing the act of labeling a behavior a “problem” indexes 

expert identity; specifically this act of labeling is linked with her expertise as a 

developmental psychologist. Her post also illuminates assumptions of childcare implicit 

in other responses. First, a relationship between cell phone use and childcare is 

constructed. Here, when the mother is on the phone, the child is “ignored” (line 2). 

Citing the work of other experts, Hays (1996) tells us that children are sacred and 

mothers are primarily responsible for their care (p. 54). Therefore, “good” mothers do 

not ignore their children, and in fact are consumed by their care. When, in line 3, Turkle 

exclaims, “Pushing a stroller is a social experience!” she reveals the assumption at the 

core of these comments: the ideology of intensive mothering (Hays, 1996), an 

“emotionally absorbing, labor intensive” method of child rearing, which remains “the 

dominant ideology of socially appropriate child rearing” (p. 8-9). 

In addition to being mom’s responsibility, this “social experience,” or sociability 

(in Blum-Kulka’s terms), of children takes a specific form in white American middle 

class culture. The findings here thus are reminiscent of Ochs (1992), in the sense that 

she found that contrary to the non-accommodating strategies employed by mothers in 

Western Samoa, American mothers exhibit an extensively simplified “communicative 

strategy of high accommodation to young children” (p. 346-7). It is precisely these 

behaviors posters in these sections find lacking in the mothers they observe. 

The final posts in this section might be described as two of the most critical. In 

the first, mothers who text while pushing a child’s stroller are deemed unworthy to be 

mothers and told that they “should not have given birth” (comment 130, line 4). Note 
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how maternal identity is indexed in these comments through the performance of verbal 

acts and displays of stances. 

130. Const 
 NY 
 June 10th, 2010 
 5:20 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 

I can’t tell you how many times I have watched a mother push her child’s 
stroller down a busy Manhattan street while busily texting. If texting is more 
important than making sure your child does not come to some harm, maybe 
you should not have given birth. 

 

144. EtherNetzer 
 Oakland 
 June 11th, 2010 
 12:22 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Look around at moms pushing aircraft carrier prams containing large blobs  
of kids who should be walking and running and talking to the mom. But she  
is busy talking on a cell or texting furiously. The kids’ face tell the story: “I’m 
forgotten…” When they get older, they will embrace their own technologies 
with the same addiction, then all will wonder what went wrong. 

To this point I have demonstrated that posters consistently link the act of pushing a 

stroller with displaying a stance of interest or concern for the child. In lines 3 and 4 of 

comment 130, this is amplified: Failure to display the desired stance is equated with a 

failure to protect the child, since “texting is more important than making sure your child 

does not come to some harm.” Given mom’s responsibility for the care and nurturing of 

children, this stance display is damaging to maternal identities. In lines 1 and 2 of post 

144, the “large blobs of kids” are described as “forgotten” (line 4). In referring to 

children as “large blobs,” EtherNetzer suggests a link between technology use and 

obesity. Thus, talking on the phone while pushing a stroller is equated with child 

neglect, both socially and physically. In this comment, the behavior is not only criticized 

for its ill effects in the present, but is further theorized to have harmful consequences for 

the future, since as lines 4 and 5 state, these children inevitably “will embrace their own 

technologies with the same addiction,” while the rest of us “wonder what went wrong.” 

In addition to the notion that “parent” is code for “mother,” and consistent with 

the findings of Ochs (1992) and Gordon (2007), these data seem to suggest that mothers 

(especially white American middle class) view themselves, and are viewed by others, as 
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responsible for children’s socialization, both verbal and behavioral. As Zivkovic et al. 

(2010) point out, with respect to dietary habits, children learn from their parents’ poor 

choices or are “allowed” to become obese, and obesity in children “is tantamount to the 

rise of a generation of obese adults” (p. 385). Likewise, in these comments, children are 

assumed to learn, or be “allowed” to become technology addicts and parents, specifically 

mothers, are implicated. Thus, accompanying the responsibility of verbal and behavioral 

socialization, health, and wellbeing of children is the awareness that children, even to 

adulthood, serve as “props” on the stage upon which mothers present themselves (and 

their identities) for public scrutiny (Collett, 2005, p. 332). As such, they continue to bear 

witness to a mother’s success (or failure) as a parent. Indeed, in these comments, 

identities of mothers are constructed in the worst possible light with the worst possible 

effects. 

 
“Universally Understood (by moms)”: “Parent” is Code for “Mother” 

Taken together, comments in the following section represent a theme present not 

only in this dataset, but in a wide array of parenting literature. As previewed earlier, 

from news media (Zivkovic et al., 2010), to parenting magazines (Sunderland, 2006), to 

toy catalogs (Pugh, 2005), when to it comes to children’s health and wellbeing, it is mom 

who emerges as the responsible party. Discourse analysts (Gordon, 2007; Kendall, 

2007; Johnston, 2007) have also demonstrated that in everyday interaction, mothers 

discursively position themselves as primarily responsible for caring for children. 

That “parent” is code for “mother” notwithstanding, fathers are mentioned 

exclusively in five comments (once by Turkle and four times by readers). “Father” 

appears with “parent” and “mother” 8 times, and with “parent” twice. (This is but a 
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fraction of the number of references to “mother” or “parent” and “mother,” however. By 

contrast, “parent” and “mother” occur within the same comment approximately 24 

times: three times as often as “parent” and both “mother” and “father” and twelve times 

more frequently than “parent” and “father”).  

As an example, Turkle’s fourth comment represents one of two occurrences of 

“parent” and any form of “father.” In this comment, Turkle presents two narratives in 

which a father is distracted by his phone; one during his child’s sports game and the 

other, while watching television with his child. In comment 32, a reader laments that 

her husband is missing out on the excited greetings of his children at the end of the 

workday because he is still on his phone as he enters the home. Finally, in comment 126 

(also analyzed later in section 5), a hypothetical dad is portrayed as provider of the 

iPhone which the reader blames for “impeding [children’s] social development.” Thus, 

even when dad is mentioned, he conforms to very narrow and widely-held stereotypes 

about father-as-childcare-helper and as “breadwinner,” as identified by Kendall (2007) 

in her analysis of little-d discourse of two American families (p. 125). 

When “father” and “mother” are mentioned together, it is especially interesting to 

note that he is mentioned after mom, as in “moms or dads” or “mothers and fathers.” In 

some of the comments, the reference to “father” appears in parentheses after “mother,” 

and as such still seems to imply that his inclusion in the comment is an afterthought, or 

that his role is secondary to mom’s. In fact, writing, “Mothers (and fathers to be P.C.)” 

the author of comment 20 indexes this very notion, wherein dad is not only relegated to 

a parenthetical, but is included only for political correctness. It is comments such as 

these which portray a less-than-egalitarian co-parenting ideology. 
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The comments presented in this section highlight the mother-as-primary 

caregiver ideology. Note instances of “slippage” (Sunderland, 2006) wherein “parent” 

gives way to “mother” as the text progresses. Posters switch almost seamlessly between 

“parent” and “mother,” and when examples of “parenting” are provided, these examples 

refer to moms and duties traditionally associated with motherhood. Finally, when dad is 

mentioned (comment 71), it is to highlight this ideology precisely. 

Below, a poster who calls herself Barbara counters the premise of the article, and 

of many of the comments, relaying her own experience as an alternative interpretation 

of the relationship between technology and child rearing. Though she begins by using 

the first person singular pronoun “I” (as one might expect), she then generalizes her 

experiences to “moms:” but only to moms and not to parents in general. 

13. Barbara 
Central NJ 
June 10th, 2010 
10:15 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

The problem with judging based on 5 minutes of observation is that you 
really don't know what is going on. I frequently have to log onto work e-mail 
to compensate for the fact that I am running late , because sometimes kids 
throw fits when getting dressed because he wanted to wear the blue shirt 
that was 2 sizes too small, or have potty emergencies right before time to 
leave the house. And it is a universally understood (by moms) truth that 
when mom is on the phone any preschooler who was quietly playing with 
her puzzles a moment ago will either desperately need mom's attention or 
bolt from the room to take the chance to get into something while mom is 
distracted. 15o years ago moms did not ignore the chickens, or the bread 
that needed to be baked or the washing in order to give 1oo% attention to 
her little ones. It is only modern women who are expected to live in a child 
focused bubble 24 hours a day somehow managing to magically afford this 
luxury of free time on one income. Get real. 

When in line 6, Barbara states, “it is a universally understood (by moms) truth,” she 

exposes the notion that “parent” is code for “mother.” This “truth,” after all, is not 

“universally understood” by parents collectively, but among mothers exclusively. It is, 

after all, “mom’s attention” that the preschooler “desperately” needs (line 8), moms 

“who are expected to live in a child focused bubble 24 hours a day,” and for whom “free 

time” is a “luxury” (lines 12-14). All of this is consistent with Hays’ (1996) contention 
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that “the methods of appropriate child rearing are construed as child-centered… 

emotionally absorbing [and] labor-intensive” (p. 8). 

 Turkle also takes up this argument when she asserts that mothers in particular 

are in a position to impact the “societal problem” of distracted parenting in line 5 of the 

comment below. Note that she both positions herself as an expert and aligns herself with 

mothers in this post. 

 Sherry Turkle 
Author, “Alone 
Together: Why We 
Expect More of 
Technology and 
Less of Each 
Other” 
June 10th, 2010 
12:50 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 

5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 

I see a very poignant theme in so many of these comments. As a mother 
and a student of women's history, I am very sensitive to women not 
wanting yet another reason to feel bad about themselves; one more item in 
the litany of how women do things wrong. 

This is a societal problem that is having a particular impact on parenting. 
And actually, I think that mothers and children are in a very good position 
to demonstrate a way of doing things that will make us all saner. If we can 
set rules at home, it might inspire people to think that it is possible to 
make rules for schools, classrooms, etc., that we will actually follow 
because we believe them to be in our best interest 

Identifying herself “As a mother and a student of women’s history,” in lines 1 and 2, 

Turkle highlights both maternal and expert identities. Stating that she is “very sensitive” 

to maternal guilt resulting from self and societal blame, Turkle thus affirms shared 

identity. Note the use of the adjective “another” in the phrase “yet another reason to feel 

bad about themselves” in line 3.  “Another” here indicates the preexistence of other 

reasons women (and mothers) experience “mom guilt,” and the challenge of parenting 

in the digital age constitutes “one more item in the litany of how woman do things 

wrong” (lines 3-4). 

In fact, she continues, mothers are advised to set rules that will not only influence 

life at home, but environs such as the classroom, since others will also be inspired and 

follow suit. The end result is that the proverbial “weight of the world” rests upon mom’s 

shoulders. It is up to her, as Turkle says in line 7, “to demonstrate a way of doing things 

that will make us all saner.” 
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 The third comment presented here makes explicit the premise that a reference to 

parents in general can often be taken to mean mothers in particular. Indeed, this reader 

also notes many of the cultural contradictions of motherhood asserted by Hays (1996), 

since, in any “image of appropriate child rearing it is critical that … the mother, be the 

central caregiver” (p. 8). 

71. C.A. 
Bethlehem, PA 
June 10th, 2010 
12:10 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

It's interesting that this article purports to be about "parenting" issues but, 
at least anecdotally, focuses only on the conduct of mothers. I guess since, in 
the modern-day United States, fathers haven’t stereotypically been expected 
to interact with their kids as much (or at least haven't been expected to be 
quite as attentive and nurturing as mothers have been), their use of 
technology at home is seen as excusable, while mothers are depicted as 
unfairly depriving their children of time/attention to which they are 
"entitled." The double standard strikes again! 

This comment makes several points relevant to this analysis. First, in stating “that this 

article purports to be about ‘parenting’ issues but… focuses only on the conduct of 

mothers” in lines 1 and 2, C.A. articulates findings similar to that of Sunderland (2006) 

and Zivkovic, et al. (2010); in parenting and medical, legal and media representations of 

childcare (respectively), “parent” is code for “mother.” When documents do not 

evidence “slippage,” (Sunderland, 2006) from “parent” to “mother,” and the gender 

neutral “parent” is maintained more or less consistently throughout, appeals target 

mom and examples feature her. We see evidence of these here, both in The NY Times 

article, as this reader points out, and as demonstrated above, within these comments. 

 This poster also points to, or indexes, ideologies of intensive mothering as 

suggested by Hays (1996), since fathers are not “expected to interact with their kids as 

much,” or “be quite as attentive and nurturing as mothers have been” (lines 3-5); and 

because of this, technology use at home is “excusable” (line 6) for dads but 

unacceptable, perhaps even deplorable or reproachable, for moms. 
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Comments 76 and 121 bear striking resemblance to one another in evidencing 

parent-to-mother slippage. Note specifically pronoun use in comment 76 and adjective 

use in both comments. 

76. Lynn Valerie 
Great Falls, VA 
June 10th, 2010 
1:00 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

Parenting is mostly a conscious choice, Once the baby is born, mature adults 
realize their own childhood is kaput and they have an obligation to someone 
who is totally dependent. Caring for a child is one of the privileges and joys 
of life. We are asked to be responsive, encouraging, calm and supportive 
most of the time, and yes, it is a very difficult job. Sadly, I too have seen 
mothers talking on their cellphones while out walking their little ones 
strapped into strollers. 

Those who know from experience how much the parenting years mean to us 
later, and how significant a good attachment to one's mother can be, realize 
these otherwise engaged parents are missing a rare moment when they 
could focus affection and attention on their child. Research shows that 
children thrive when they feel loved and secure. It is important for parents 
to interact directly, strengthen a child's communication skills by speaking to 
them, and offer your active presence as a sign of security. After all, the first 
nurturer is also the baby's first love object. 

 

121. Marilyn Heins, 
MD 
Tucson, 
Arizona 
June 10th, 2010 
4:42 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

Children need three things from parents: affection, acceptance, and 
attention, I avoid the term "quality time" as I am never sure how it bring 
defined and use "attentive" or "focused" time instead. Most of the time we 
parents spend with our children is described beautifully by Barbara 
Kingsolver (in a short story called, interestingly, "Quality Time"),""parenting 
is something that happens mostly while you are thinking about something 
else." And she's right. Children need and value this kind of time with their 
parents that I call it present-but-not-interacting time and it actually 
comprises most of the time we spend with our children. Mommy is doing the 
laundry or working at the computer while the child plays in the same room. 
You talk to each other now and then but you aren't focusing on the child, 
You may take a break to go give the child a big hug or the child may look up 
and ask you, "Mommy who made the world? At moments like this you shift 
into attentive time mode. These focused interactions may be brief but they 
are vital to the child. 

… (comment continues) 

In line 4 of comment 76 above, Lynn Valerie states, “We are asked to be responsive, 

encouraging, calm and supportive,” and later in line 8 “how much the parenting years 

mean to us” (emphasis mine). Use of these pronouns prompts a search for a 

corresponding antecedent, which one might take to be parents, since “parenting” is 

mentioned in line 1, or perhaps the “mature adults” also mentioned in this sentence. In 

these cases, however, the pronoun-antecedent relationship seems less-than-clear, since 
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it is not usually parents in general who are traditionally “asked to be responsive, 

encouraging, calm and supportive,” but rather mothers specifically. In fact, (and 

consistent with comments in the first two sections), it is mothers who are criticized in 

lines 6 and 7 for the talking/pushing behavior. And, the meaning of the parenting years 

is correlated with the significance of “a good attachment to one’s mother” in line 9. 

Thus, each of these pronouns is followed by examples in which mom is the primary 

agent. In line 14-15, then, it is mom whose “active presence [is] a sign of security,” and it 

is she who is easily readable as “the first nurturer [and] also the baby's first love object.” 

Comment 121 begins by using “parents” in lines 1 and 4, and “parenting” in line 5. 

In line 9, however, “mommy” is introduced and thereafter referred to either by this title 

(which appears again in line 13) or with the pronoun “you” (lines 11, 12 and twice in line 

13). It is mommy with the child as the child plays in lines 9 and 10, and further, who is 

expected to respond attentively when the child looks up from playing to ask, “Mommy 

who made the world?” (line 13, emphasis mine). 

Comments in this section thus illustrate a well-documented theme in parenting 

research: in discourses of responsibility for child health and wellbeing, a mention of 

“parent” can usually be interpreted “mother.” This seems to hold regarding technology 

and children. 

“’Quality Time’ is Some Made up Concept:” The Cultural Contradictions of 
Motherhood 

Comments in the previous section demonstrate the “slippage” between “parent” 

and “mother” common in discourses of childcare. I build on this analysis below to show 

that “parent” is not only laden with gendered assumptions, but cultural contradictions 

(Hays, 1996). That is, comments in these posts index not just ‘mother’ but a certain kind 
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of mothering characterized as “child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, 

labor-intensive, and financially expensive” (Hays, 1996, p. 8). 

Several of these comments reference a portion of the article. I present here the 

relevant passage: 

Not all child-development experts think smartphone and laptop use by parents is 
necessarily a bad thing, of course. Parents have always had to divide their 
attention, and researchers point out that there’s a difference between quantity 
and quality when it comes to conversations between parents and children. 
 
“It sort of comes back to quality time, and distracted time is not high-quality 
time, whether parents are checking the newspaper or their BlackBerry,” said 
Frederick J. Zimmerman, a professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, 
School of Public Health who has studied how television can distract parents. He 
also noted that smartphones and laptops may enable some parents to spend more 
time at home, which may, in turn, result in more, rather than less, quality time 
overall. (Scelfo, 2010). 
 

Comments in this section linguistically highlight the intensive mother ideology through 

the use of extreme case formulations regarding timing of a mother’s response to a child. 

Note in the comment below the reference to “quantity of time” versus “quality time.” 

This seems, at least in part, to be a reference to the passage featured above, and as I will 

show, this theme is present throughout the comments. I have highlighted them using 

underlining. 

14. Vicki 
Hackettstown, NJ 
June 10th, 2010 
10:19 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

The "quantity" "Quality" issue regarding children has always puzzled me. A 
small child doesn't understand the difference. Small children need instant 
answers to their questions. That isn't the same as responding to whining, 
(my children were not allowed to whine, ever!) It is recognizing that 
children don’t have an internal clock to let them put off answers. You can 
get a small child to stop nagging at you by answering their request 
immediately - yes or no often works well if consistent and appropriate. 
Older children are a different thing altogether, and can readily see the 
difference between quality and quantity. But children do learn from what 
they observe, much more than from what they are told. And, if they see their 
parents constantly fiddling with an electronic device, not responding to 
them or to each other in a meaningful way, then the children will also 
behave that way. No one likes to be ignored when they feel they have 
something important to say or discuss, The increasing addiction to the 
handheld devices is, I think far more dangerous to our mental health and 
relationships than television ever was because of its portability. 
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Comment 14 asserts that children do not distinguish between quantity of time and 

quality time. In lines 2 and 3, Vicki asserts that “small children need instant answers to 

their questions” (emphasis mine). And in lines 6 and 7, parents are encouraged to 

answer children’s requests “immediately.” This mother also exclaims that her “children 

were not allowed to whine, ever!” (line 4, emphasis mine). These first two extreme case 

formulations of time serve as “examples of sense-giving formulations” (p. 221). They 

establish how much waiting should be expected of children (none), or, how long parents 

should require their children to wait (they shouldn’t). The third formulation is a 

“Maximum Case” of time, and the sense provided here is that any amount of whining is 

too much, or unacceptable (Pomerantz, 1986, p. 221). As such, these formulations index 

the “emotionally absorbing, labor intensive” work of intensive mothering (Hays, 1996, p. 

8), since presumably a good mother does not delay in responding to her children. 

Similarly, Hays (1996) finds that even in a modern American society concerned 

(or consumed) with rational efficiency, mothers “consider it important to be consciously 

and constantly attentive to the child’s wishes” (p. 6). This expectation of attentiveness is 

embedded in an assumption that the mother has the time available to be always present 

and instantly attentive: Parents who don’t respond right away can cause their children 

to feel “ignored” (line 13), and Vicki suggests this may negatively impact a child’s mental 

health (lines 14-16, “The increasing addiction to the handheld devices is, I think far 

more dangerous to our mental health and relationships than television ever was because 

of its portability”). 

 Extreme case formulations also appear in the comment below. As with the first 

comment presented in this section, they also point to a definition of “acceptable” 

parenting and “appropriate” parenting behaviors. This definition does not involve time 
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so much as attention, but likewise realizes the Discourse of intensive mothering/ 

parenting. 

62. J 

Massachussetts 

June 10th, 2010 

12:10 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 

11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

16 
17 

Magda Gerber, the brilliant educator for caregivers of infants and toddlers, 
said when a parent is with a child, his/her attention should be completely 
present with that child. Otherwise, the children should be in a safe place 
where they can play and entertain themselves (which creates good problem 
solving skills and self-sufficiency). Being physically present while 
emotionally unavailable is not good for the child, Children will practice 
behaviors, such as biting, to get attention, and then of course, these 
behaviors are rewarded and reinforced with attention. Even if it’s negative, 
the attention is better than nothing, but it sets up very negative patterns 
between child and adult. 

Glowing screens are addictive, whether they be computer screens or 
television screens. I believe it's because they are like fires, which our 
ancestors had to keep going to survive. But screens do not enhance family 
life and responsible parents will close them so they can have meaningful 
relationships with their children. 

To be an effective parent one has to parent and that's impossible while 
engaged with a screen. 

Many of the tenets of intensive mothering are embedded in comment 62; yet it 

represents a rare example wherein use of the gender neutral “parent” is maintained 

consistently throughout the post. In fact, the poster, J, is particularly precise, using both 

masculine and feminine forms of the possessive pronoun “his/her” in line 2. Despite the 

fact that moms are not singled out, and there is no evidence of slippage, this post 

evidences many of the ideologies or Discourses realized elsewhere in the comments. 

First, J begins by citing the findings of an expert (and a “brilliant” one at that), 

indexing the notion that appropriate child rearing is “expert-guided” (Hays, 1996, p. 8). 

Access to and reliance upon these experts is associated with middle- and upper-class 

maternal ideologies (Hays, 1996; Gordon, 2015b). In addition, in pointing out that 

“when a parent is with a child, his/her attention should be completely present with that 

child” (lines 2-3, emphasis mine), J employs a maximum case formulation to provide 

the sense of how much attention a child deserves (all of it). As such, this comment also 



69 

 

 

 

reminds us that child rearing should be “child-centered,” “emotionally absorbing,” and 

“labor-intensive” (Hays, 1996, p. 8). Finally, in claiming that effective parenting is 

“impossible while engaged with a screen” in lines 16 and 17, (emphasis mine), this 

comment employs an extreme case formulation to illustrate the relationship between 

technology and parenting; namely, that the two are wholly incompatible. 

In the comment presented below, Matt employs several extreme case 

formulations that point to the assumption at the heart of the intensive mothering 

ideology: the logic of the sacred child (Hays, 1996). 

118. Matt 

San Diego 

June 10th, 2010 

4:42 pm 

1 
2 
3 

4 
5 
6 

All you parents who gripe about your children whining for attention will 
yourself be whining twenty years from now that your grown children never 
call (or text, or email). 

Make the time you have together count, now, or regret it forever. "Nature's 
first green is gold, Her hardest hue to hold . . ." Kids are pure gold -- your 
electronic devices are junk in comparison. 

In this post, we again see a maximum case formulation of time. As Pomerantz (1986) 

finds, “the sense provided… is that the amount of time is very long, too long, 

unacceptably long” (p. 221). This portrays the “punishment” parents will endure if they 

do not “make the time you have together count” (line 4). Next, in referring to kids as 

“pure gold” in line 5 and “electronic devices” as “junk” in line 6, this comment indexes 

the “special value” of children in the ideology of intensive mothering. 

 The comments that follow appear to reference not only the portion of the article 

excerpted above, but another portion as well. I include it below: 

Meredith Sinclair, a mother and blogger in Wilmette, Ill., said she had no idea how what 
she calls her “addiction to e-mail and social media Web sites” was bothering her children 
until she established an e-mail and Internet ban between 4 and 8 p.m., and her children 
responded with glee. “When I told them, my 12-year-old, Maxwell, was like, ‘Yes!’ ” Ms. 
Sinclair said. 
 
“You can’t really do both,” she added. “If I’m at all connected, it’s too tempting. I need to 
make a distinct choice” (Scelfo, 2010). 
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The posts that respond to this portion of the article are authored by the same user, and 

as such represent one of the few occurrences in which a user contributes two comments. 

(As previously mentioned, Turkle contributed 28 responses, and six other readers 

contributed two each). Note references to both “attention” and “time,” and the stances 

the poster who calls himself Nigel takes toward parents who do not focus the requisite 

amounts of these resources on their children. In lines 1-3 of post 139, Nigel is directly 

quoting the article. He then comments on the quotation in lines 4-7. His later post 

consists solely of commentary. 

139. Nigel 

NYC 

June 11th, 2010 

12:22 am 

1 
2 
3 

4 
5 
6 

7 

"…a mother and blogger in Wilmette, Ill., said she had no idea how what she 
calls her "addiction to e-mail and social media Web sites" was bothering her 
children..." 

Do parents actually not know that children require a lot of attention? And 
that the attention they pay their children is called "parenting"? And these 
are the educated parents. 

Those poor children. 

 

146. Nigel 

NYC 

June 11th, 2010 

12:23 pm 

1 
2 
3 

4 

5 

Oh, by the way, to a small child, there is only quantity of time. The person 
who spends the most time with the child is who they bond with, be it for 
better or worse. 

'Quality time' is some made up concept to make working parents feel better. 

Sorry. 

In line 4 of comment 139, parents are advised that “children require a lot of attention.” 

In line 5, this attention “is called ‘parenting.’” In other words, for Nigel “parenting” is 

defined as “paying a lot of attention to your children.” In comment 146, the 

quantity/quality argument is raised once again. This post states “to a small child, there 

is only quantity of time” (line 1, emphasis mine). Inclusion of the adjective “only” 

marks “quantity of time” as the exclusive, or sole, component of the argument, 

effectively rejecting the premise of “quality time.” This “quantity of time” is then 

correlated with bonding in line 2. This Nigel provides as evidence that “‘quality time’ is 
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some made up concept to make working parents feel better” (line 4). In other words, if 

you want to bond with your child, it does not matter what you do with them or how you 

spend your time together; it matters only that you devote your time to them. This is 

consistent with Hays’ (1996) contention that “appropriate child rearing” is indeed 

synonymous with “lavishing copious amounts of time [and] energy… on the child” (p. 

8). 

 This poster in particular takes up affective stances toward the parents and 

children he describes. In lines 4-6 of comment 139, he laments that “the educated 

parents” do not actually know how much attention their children require. (A more 

cynical reading of these lines might yield a sense of annoyance or exasperation). He 

further expresses sorrow for the “poor children” of such parents in line 7. Finally, 

concluding his second comment with “sorry” (line 5), he identifies those parents who 

only spend “quality time” with their kids as not living up to parenting ideals (as in 

“sorry, that’s not enough – you still fail as a parent”).  

In summary of this section’s analysis, if the cultural contradictions of 

motherhood (Hays, 1996) already pose significant challenges to mothers, technology 

appears to have done little in addressing them. In fact, rather than making life easier 

and more efficient, smartphones, in these comments, complicate discourses of “doing” 

motherhood in the digital age, since conversations about the privileges and 

responsibilities of parenthood in general and motherhood specifically, already fraught 

with assumptions of gender, race and class now become even more entangled with 

questions of access. It is precisely this aspect of technology and parenthood which I 

consider in the section that follows. 
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“Poor Rich Kids!” Parenting, Technology and The Cultural Deal 

In this final section of analysis, I present six comments which foreground class, 

wealth and socioeconomic status. To this point, I have demonstrated that a reference to 

“parent” can be taken to mean “mother.” And further, that the image of “mother” 

invoked in discourses of children’s health and wellbeing is entangled with contradicting 

(and gendered) assumptions of care. I move now to my final section, in which I show 

how all of this is further complicated by questions of class and privilege. 

Pugh (2005) finds that consumption represents a “cultural deal that allows 

[mothers] to be concerted cultivators of their children while they are absent” (p. 743). As 

such, consumption offers a solution to the internal (not to mention logistical) dilemma 

faced by many working mothers. In this light, smartphones may be viewed as delivering 

on the promise of physical proximity to children while attending to multiple and 

competing bids for mom’s attention. As we shall see in the comments in this section, this 

constitutes an equally problematic scenario. 

On some level or another, all of the posters whose comments I analyze in this 

section appear to be referencing this portion of the article: 

Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley’s landmark 1995 book, “Meaningful Differences in 
the Everyday Experience of Young American Children,” shows that parents who 
supply a language-rich environment for their children help them develop a wide 
vocabulary, and that helps them learn to read. 
 
The book connects language use at home with socioeconomic status. According to 
its findings, children in higher socioeconomic homes hear an average of 2,153 
words an hour, whereas those in working-class households hear only about 1,251; 
children in the study whose parents were on welfare heard an average of 616 
words an hour. 
 
The question is: Will devices like smartphones change that? Smartphone users 
tend to have higher incomes; research from the Nielsen Company shows that they 
are twice as likely to make more than $100,000 a year than the average mobile 
subscriber. If increased use of technology encroaches on the time that well-to-do 
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families spend communicating with their children, some could become the 
victims of successes originally thought to help them. (Scelfo, 2010). 
 

Although it is not possible to obtain precise demographic information for this group of 

posters specifically, it is useful here to consider characteristics of The NY Times 

readership in general. The NYTimes.com audience is reported to have a median 

household income just over $158,000 and a principal home value just over $400,000. 

Readers are likely to be over 35 years of age, have graduated college and hold a 

professional, managerial or chief officer position (NY Times). 

References to middle-class lifestyles include a family vacation in which three 

generations were present (comment 11), and a poster who states that she and her 

husband work “very hard to provide a lifestyle that [their] son benefits greatly from,” a 

lifestyle which includes “a private-school education, swim lessons, soccer, birthday 

presents for friends’ parties, etc. etc.” (comment 47). Finally, a few comments reference 

waiting in the carpool line to pick up a child from school. (And this seems to indicate 

that the poster is a stay-at-home-mom and does not have to work outside the home, or 

that she enjoys a certain amount of flexibility in her schedule if she is employed, and 

finally that her child does not ride a bus). 

This is useful to contextualize the analysis here, since these posters may be said 

to represent a particular perspective on parenting, one consistent with Hays’ (1996) 

argument that the dominant ideology of intensive mothering “advises mothers to 

expend a tremendous amount of time, energy, and money in raising their children” (p. 

x). The luxuries of “time, energy, and money” are arguably resources afforded the 

middle- and upper-classes, since the “toiling mothers” of the poor and working classes 

ostensibly have “scant time to be gentle nurturers” (Hays, 1996, p. 35). 
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To various degrees, these data represent, grapple with, and contest this theme. 

Comments below linguistically index (either by direct mention or allusion) white 

American middle class parenting values. Note in the comments below for example, the 

tensions that arise from questions of access (education, affluence, etc.). 

18. Retired teacher 
Austin, TX 
June 10th, 2010 
10:21 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

6 
7 

Apparently distractions by electronic devices like smartphones are erasing 
the advantages the more educated and affluent parents once gave to their 
offspring. Instead of engaging their young children in conversations as they 
go about daily activities these parents are talking on cell phones, reading 
e-mails, texting, etc. 

I'm glad we didn’t have all this when I was a young parent. I wonder what 
kind of parents my grandchildren will be? 

 

73. Elizabeth 
Shurman 
Kansas City 
June 10th, 2010 
12:12 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

7 

It will be interesting to see if electronic devices used by affluent parents and 
DVD players cranked in minivans bring affluent childrens’ verbal skills 
down. I also wonder about smaller family sizes-- a lot of my talking and 
reading was with my two siblings. So my parents didn't have to be chatting 
me up every second. They read their own books and had grown-up talks, 
which actually inspired me to figure out what they were talking about. 

Elizabethschurman.wordpress.com 

Middle class privilege and values are evident in these comments when, for example, 

lines 1 and 2 in comment 18 state, “distractions by electronic devices like smartphones 

are erasing the advantages the more educated and affluent parents once gave to their 

offspring,” since ostensibly these parents are now too engrossed in technology to 

converse with their children. As an extreme case formulation, “erase” suggests that “the 

advantages” are not merely mitigated or reduced, but eliminated entirely. Comment 73 

expresses a similar sentiment, (though in perhaps less extreme terms), pondering 

whether “devices used by affluent parents… bring affluent childrens’ (sic) verbal skills 

down.” Here, questions of education, wealth and access to technology assumed to be 

advantages of privilege are renounced as detrimental. Indeed, as I will demonstrate in 

this section, this perspective permeates these comments and prompts intriguing 

questions. 
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 While some posters allude to the wealth and privilege one might expect from the 

demographics reported on The New York Times’ website, a striking number appear to 

contest, or reject altogether, any assumption that access to technology equates to good 

parenting. The following post seems to reflect some diversity in The NY Times’ online 

audience. Note how Pilgrim self-identifies in the first line as “a very low income, single 

parent w/o a cell or hand held device,” and further, how this disclosure is framed in the 

comment. 

101. Pilgrim 
Cape 
June 10th, 2010 
2:42 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

As a very low income, single parent w/o a cell or hand held device, I often 
find myself interacting with other's children in public settings, because the 
parents are sitting on the sidelines, paying no attention what so ever. They 
put the 'I' in I-Pad. Perhaps technology is biting us in the butt. For some odd 
reason I seem to find plenty of time for walks/talks, gardening, 
camping/beach, etc. Driving while texting or talking on the phone is child 
endangerment. And ignoring one's child while plugged in 24/7 is borderline 
child neglect. 
Parents, teach your children well by example, or payback’s coming at you. 
Do the right thing(s). My child has no access to electronic devices and I hear 
from his teachers/others how engaging he is in conversation/personality. 
Also to the commenter who challenges the tending chicken, breadbaking, 
washing-these were moments to teach their young and engage them in life 
skills necessary to survival. Does your offspring know how to bake bread or 
even operate a washing machine? 
Remember that parenting is the most important job you'll ever have. 

In contrast with the typical middle-class readership of The Times, this poster claims “a 

very low income” in line 1. Rather than a mark of shame, however, this low income and 

resulting lack of hand held device is construed as advantageous, as s/he states in lines 10 

and 11, “I hear from his teachers/others how engaging [my son] is in conversation/ 

personality.” The implication here is that hand held devices inhibit these skills in those 

who possess and use them. 

In lines 6 and 7, Pilgrim performs the act of making assertions: “Driving while 

texting or talking on the phone is child endangerment. And ignoring one’s child while 

plugged in 24/7 is borderline child neglect.” The poster also performs the act of issuing a 
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warning in line 9: “payback’s coming at you,” and finally the act of issuing imperatives: 

“Parents, teach your children well by example,” “Do the right thing(s),” and “Remember 

that parenting is the most important job you'll ever have” in lines 9, 10, and 16. Together 

these acts and stances index some kind of expert identity; though which type of 

expertise is not made explicit. 

 The following comment evidences a very sarcastic tone while addressing class 

and technology. Following a quote from the article, CF proceeds to ridicule the premise 

of the passage excerpted above, taking on the voice of a hypothetical child who lives in 

New York City’s Upper West Side (UWS). 

126. CF 
Boston, MA 
June 10th, 2010 
4:42 pm 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

'Victims of their success"? Poor rich kids! My daddy's iPhone is impeding 
my vocabulary and social development, now I have an excuse to get on the 
waiting list for the must-have-therapist on the UWS, and more reasons to 
blame my parents when things don’t go my way later in life. If farming out 
child-rearing duties to nannies 5 days a week 9-5 isn't a worry, a few 
minutes on the iPhone is ok, really. 

 CF sarcastically characterizes the “poor rich kids” whose “daddy's iPhone is impeding 

[their] vocabulary and social development,” who “now… have an excuse to get on the 

waiting list for the must-have-therapist on the UWS”, and finally who have “more 

reasons to blame [their] parents when things don’t go [their] way later in life” (lines 1-

4). Class is indexed directly by the adjective “rich” in line 1, and alluded to in lines 2 and 

3 by mention of an Upper West Side “must-have therapist” with a “waiting list.” 

Portraying wealthy parents who “farm out” their “child-rearing duties to nannies,” only 

later to be “blamed” by their children when “things don’t go [their] way in life,” CF 

adopts a negative stance toward privilege and the access it affords. In so doing, the 

poster also highlights the concern about technology and parenting. 
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The remaining comments I examine in this section (140 & 152) index affluence 

through direct mention as well as through allusion to therapists and nannies, both of 

which are assumed to be privileges of the wealthy. These privileges, however, are 

devalued significantly (even disdained and discredited altogether) by these posters.  

140. Heidi 
Texas 
June 11th, 2010 
12:22 am 

1 
2 
3 

4 
5 
6 

Do the techy parents who constantly blog and Twitter and Flickr and text 
only remember the milestones of their children through those tools? Do they 
remember the actual moment minus the technology? 

As for the socioeconomic question -- once you get into the wealth aspect, how 
many of those kids have/had direct interaction with their parents vs. hired 
attendants to begin with? 

 

152. jr 
nyc 
June 11th, 2010 
10:49 am 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

Regarding the part about the socio-economics of language development, has 
anyone taken a little stroll around Central Park around, say, mid-day on a 
weekday lately? I'm willing to bet all those young children sitting 
face-forward while their nannies are pushing them from behind with their 
forearms whilst texting are from those upper middle class families that 
seem to have the higher number of words in any given day. I would love to 
see a study of language development among nanny-raised children. Not 
bashing nannies here, but those ladies spend very much time with toddlers 
strapped to face-front strollers whilst chatting and texting away. 

Since children serve as props in parents’ impression management (Collett, 2005), a 

direct attack on the identities of these “rich kids,” here simultaneously constitutes an 

indirect attack on middle-class and wealthy parental identities. All of this is purportedly 

because, as is also claimed in comment 140, lines 4 through 6, “hired attendants” have 

more “direct interaction” with children of the wealthy than the parents themselves, and 

in comment 152, line 7, the “language development” of “nanny-raised children” is 

challenged. Here, parental identities of the privileged are attacked directly, since rather 

than interacting with their children, they use devices and relegate the child rearing to 

“hired attendants.” As such, these comments constitute attacks on middle- and upper-

class parental identities, first indirectly through the spoiled identities of their children 

and then directly through accusations of neglecting parental responsibilities. Finally, 
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(and bringing this analysis full circle), we see an example of toddlers being pushed in 

strollers “whilst [a caregiver is] chatting and texting away.” 

Thus, in this final section, questions of affordances and access to technology 

assumed to privilege the middle class and the wealthy are discursively rendered complex 

by the question of effects. In each comment, access and use of technology is causally 

linked with “erasing the advantages” of education and affluence, and “bring[ing] affluent 

children’s verbal skills down.” In summary, the advantages of privilege are leveled by 

the critique that a generation of self-centered parents who “put the 'I' in I-Pad” 

(comment 101, line 4) are sidelining their children, and neglecting their parental 

responsibilities. 

Discussion 

Ochs (1992) finds that linguistic features index not gender specifically but social 

meaning, and that these meanings help “to constitute gender meanings” (p. 341). The 

link between language and gender, then, is “mediated,” or indirect (p. 341). In a similar 

way, I suggest that the link between behavior and maternal identity is also not direct, 

but rather, one of inference. Through analysis of a subset of comments posted in 

response to a New York Times article on technology and parenting, I first applied Ochs’ 

(1992, 1993) notion of indexicality to reveal how posters perform verbal acts and 

verbally display stances as they describe parents engaged in the act of pushing a stroller, 

and highlight their expectation that the parent should display a stance of high 

accommodation by interacting with the child in the stroller (regardless of, or perhaps in 

spite of, age or communicative ability). 
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 Second, I extended Ochs’ indexicality theorizing to include nonverbal acts and 

suggest that a “good mother” identity is indexed through a particular physical act 

(pushing a child in a stroller), which posters describe. Here, mothers who talk on cell 

phones while pushing children in strollers are viewed with disdain and shamed; since 

these fail to display the stance of interest or concern consistent with ("Big 'D' 

Discourse") white middle class American expectations, the posters take up negative 

stances toward them. 

Third, because these acts and stances are shown to index maternal identities, I 

moved to demonstrate how any mention of “parenting” can be taken to mean 

“mothering.” Indeed in these comments, gendered assumptions of childcare are evident 

in both quantitative (the number of times “mother” versus “father” is mentioned, for 

example) and qualitative perspectives (the discourse analysis of select comments). Posts 

that begin by addressing or referring to “parents” shift seamlessly (and often 

inconspicuously) to “mother,” (evidencing what Sunderland (2006) calls “slippage”) and 

even in instances where posters maintain the gender neutral form throughout, examples 

still refer to mom or address her specifically. 

Fourth, I demonstrated that the notion of “mother” invoked in modern 

discourses of childcare is indeed not without gendered assumptions. Posts in this forum 

certainly reflect the ideology of intensive mothering specifically (Hays, 1996); that is, 

that motherhood is a construct of cultural contradictions in which women must 

reconcile the competing logics of the marketplace and the home. In the former, 

rationality and efficiency are the keys to success and that success may be measured in 

monetary gain. In the latter, selflessness and nurturing are paramount. Success here, if 

it can be measured at all, is certainly not measured by monetary means. In fact, to the 
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contrary, since intensive mothering is among other things, “financially expensive” 

(Hays, 1996, p. 8). 

It is precisely this notion of cost which I consider in the final section of my 

analysis. Comments analyzed here are those which take issue with class, wealth and 

access, commonly assumed to bestow certain advantages. In these comments, 

technology is represented as undermining these privileges, thus ideologies of wealth and 

consumption are contested in discourses about parenting and technology. That is, for all 

of its affordances, technology does not seem to alleviate, and in fact, only seems to 

further complicate ideologies of appropriate parenting. 

My analysis draws on concepts of acts, stances, and indexing; to accomplish 

these, I showed that posters used a range of linguistic strategies, primary among them 

uses of lexical items, including pronouns, verbs (that depict or accomplish acts), 

adjectives (that help create stances), and various ways of accomplishing extreme case 

formulations. I thus demonstrate the ways in which contributors to an online forum 

index maternal identity and the ideology of intensive mothering, and contrary to 

assumptions about privilege and access, discursively represent consumption as a less-

than-“honorable solution” (Pugh, 2005) to the challenges of parenting in the digital age. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

 The ubiquity of the smartphone is both celebrated and contested, since the 

possibility of constant connectivity is seen as simultaneously inviting and exciting on the 

one hand, and demanding and burdensome on the other. I sought here not to argue for 

one point of view in favor of the other, but rather to apply theories and concepts of 

discourse analysis to interactions on this very topic on a television talk show and then in 

an online comment forum. 

I began by asking how an expert constructs the relationship between parenting 

and technology and with a focus on the implications for parents. Second, I asked how 

mothers construct maternal identities for themselves as they discuss their own and their 

children’s use of technology. And finally, I sought to illuminate how parental identity is 

constructed and negotiated in online formats. 

This analysis contributes to the study of identities in interaction in the following 

ways. First, it contributes to work on constructing maternal identities in both face-to-

face and online contexts. In addition, it fills a gap in research on maternal identity and 

family interaction in the digital age, specifically as it refers to the discursive construction 

of the impact(s) of technology on family life. This is important because it sheds light on 

the practices of interaction which allow parents (and mothers specifically) to construct 

and negotiate their identities with respect to family technology use. 

This analysis reveals how big-D Discourses influence little-d discourse about 

maternal identity and technology. That is, positionings of both expert identity and 

parental responsibility occur within broader ideologies of technology use, family 

interaction and childcare responsibilities. As an expert positions both herself and 

parents, she refers to ideologies about mothering in general, and intensive mothering 
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specifically. And as posters in an online forum take up this discourse, they use linguistic 

resources to perform certain acts and display certain stances that are socioculturally 

linked to identities. Here, maternal identity is indexed through the act of pushing a child 

in a stroller while displaying a stance of engagement by interacting with the child. Also 

useful for this analysis is the MIR Device proposed by Sacks (1989), since knowledge 

about membership in specific categories necessarily informs expectations about 

individual members. To take on the identity “mother,” I suggest, is to both understand, 

and be understood, in light of these expectations. 

This is consistent with Ochs’ (1992) conclusion “that images of women are linked 

to images of mothering and that such images are socialized through communicative 

practices associated with caregiving” (p. 337). Finding that these images differ 

culturally, Ochs (1992) observes that the child-centered practices employed by American 

(specifically white middle class) mothers are evidence of “a communicative strategy of 

high accommodation to young children” (p. 346-7). While Ochs conducted her research 

decades ago, this expectation seems to persist. 

As Hays (1996) theorizes, the spheres of workplace and home have traditionally 

been separated not only physically but ideologically (p. 33). In the former, a marketplace 

logic is governed by rationality and efficiency, while in the latter, the logics of the sacred 

child and intensive mothering reign supreme. One “promise” of technology identified by 

Turkle in the Moyers interview is that “we can be wherever we want to be” (lines 13-4). 

Similarly, extending Pugh’s (2005) analysis of toy catalogs, I suggested that 

smartphones offer a similar “cultural deal:” an alluring resolution to the contradictory 

values of “market work and family work” (p. 746). 
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While it might be said that smartphones provide the means for mothers to 

reconcile the conflict between these “different logics,” what is demonstrated within this 

analysis, both of the interview and the online comments, however, stands in direct 

contrast to this ideal. Whereas once the rational logic could be physically located outside 

the home (in the workplace), technology invites this need for efficiency into the home. 

But with what gain? Or at what expense? Thus, rather than presenting a solution to the 

cultural contradictions of motherhood, smartphones perpetuate the demand of constant 

connection alongside an illusion of possibility. As such, these findings seem to point to 

the persistence of this conflict in the digital age. Of course, the accessibility of the 

intensive mothering “ideal” has never been universal. So too, access to technology (and 

to the “experts” who inform us of its appropriate uses) has been and will continue to be 

entangled with questions of race and class.  

Given the prominence of the image of active mother-child engagement in "Big 'D' 

Discourse" about motherhood, one theme emerges: maternal identity is inextricably 

intertwined with the identity of the child. Maternal responsibility for children’s health 

and wellbeing, then, remains a complex web of assumptions of gender, race and class in 

the digital age. Everyday discourse of various types – not only face-to-face conversations 

in homes, but also, as I have shown, televised interviews and online discussions – 

reconstruct and reinforce this complex web. 
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Appendix A 
 
Transcript 
 
BM: Bill Moyers, host, Moyers & company 
ST: Sherry Turkle, MIT professor and author of Alone Together: Why We Expect 

More From Technology and Less from Each Other 

Introduction: ((Moyers speaks to the camera/viewing audience)). Enough of politics, the 
debt and that spectacle in Washington. Let’s change the subject. If you’ve ever lost your 
smartphone, as I have, you know it can feel like a death. The experience highlights just 
how our world has been engulfed by social media and how our technology has become a 
vital organ of our being. And it's happened so fast. Facebook is not quite 10 years old, 
Twitter is younger still. Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg told a reporter that in 2016 -- just 
three years from now -- “people are going to be sharing eight to ten times as much stuff.” 
Like anything hurtling us forward at breakneck speed, the advancements are great, and 
so are the dangers. For every Arab Spring or political movement using social media to 
foment change, there may also be campaigns of abuse and hate. For every Wikileak and 
revealed secret, there’s the encroachment on personal privacy by the NSA. For every 
new friend meeting through cyberspace, there’s the risk of estrangement from the real 
world. Our devices change not only what we do but also who we are. So I’ve come to 
Sherry Turkle to try to explain how and why. She’s a clinical psychologist who was one of 
the first to study the impact of computers on culture and society. A professor at MIT and 
Director of that school’s Initiative on Technology and Self, she’s written several 
important books based on deep research and hundreds of interviews with children and 
adults alike. Her most recent sums up her conclusions: Alone Together: Why We Expect 
More from Technology and Less from Each Other. 
 
1 BM: Sherry Turkle, welcome. 
2 ST: Pleasure to be here. 
3 BM: I saw a video the other day that I want to share 
4  with you. It's now been seen 25 million [times= 
5 ST:  [Yes. 
6 BM: =on YouTube. Here it is. 
7  ((YouTube video “I Forgot My Phone”)) 
8 BM: What are you thinking as you look at that? 
9 ST: Well I call it "alone to↑gether." That we're-  
10  we’re moving to a space (.) wher:e we feel free  
11  (.) to- to respo:nd to the three promises that  
12  technology now makes us. That we can always  
13  be heard (.) that we can be wherever we want to  
14  be (.) and that we never have to be alone. And  
15  that third ↑promise actually is terribly  
16  important because I believe that the capacity  
17  for solitude is terribly important to develop. I- I  
18  even believe that if you don't teach your  
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19  children to be alone (.) they'll only know how to  
20  be lonely. And by not developing this capacity  
21  for solitude (.) we're not doing our children a  
22  favor. 
23 BM: What do you mean? 
24 ST: Well, there are many things that we're doing  
25  that are having bad effects on our kids because  
26  we're really not looking at the implications of  
27  immersing ourselves in mobile technology to  
28  the degree that we have. Um- and what it's  
29  doing to, not just our children, but to our  
30  family lives, to our- to our social life, to our political  
31  life. I’ll give you a good example. 
32 BM: All right. 
33 ST: John McCain recently, under the pressure of  
34  the discussion of the Syrian crisis, said that was  
35  boring. And he needed to go to something that  
36  was more stimulating. And so he went to a  
37  game. And what that showed is that what we're  
38  going to is something that revs us up and puts  
39  us, we know, neurochemically in a state where  
40  we're less able to come back and be part of the  
41  give and take of human conversation. 
42 BM: ˚I mean˚ isn't every (.) media (.) revolution 
43  greeted with the kinds of concerns we've been  
44  expressing? Haven't we a- adults all through  
45  history always said that this is how [the- 
46 ST:  [This is the 
47  terrible one. Right. 
48 ST: ↑ I- I face this question every day. Of- of- of- 
49  wh- I ↑ welcome the internet (.) I welcome the 
50  mobile- mobile technology. Um: I'm saying 
51   there are certain ways we're using it (1.0) that 
52  are not ah taking account (.) of how misusing it 
53  (1.0) overusing it (.) can really threaten things 
54  that we care about. >It's a question of< 
55  technological affordance and human 
56  vulnerability. This is a technology to which we 
57  are particularly vulnerable in certain ways. Um 
58  a mother ado:res being with her children. And 
59  yet with ↑this technology she: is so vulnerable 
60  to the stimulation of knowing what the next 
61  message is on her cell phone that when she 
62  picks her kid up at school and the kid comes in- 
63  >(‘cause) I studied this< the kid comes in to the 
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64  car this is the gesture she makes to her child 
65  ((looks down at imaginary phone in left hand, 
66  shakes head ‘no’ while making a ‘waving off’ 
67  gesture with right arm outstretched.)) "Let me just 
68  finish this one- this one last email. Let me just 
69  get this one message." And does not make eye 
70  contact with the child as the child comes in. It's 
71  the- it’s the desire to look at that one last 
72  message that causes her to go like that ((same 
73  waving off gesture repeated)) to her child. Now 
74  (.) that's not- that’s not saying there's anything 
75  wro:ng with a cell phone. It's saying that we are 
76  so vulnerable to the seduction of who wants to 
77  reach us what sweetness is coming through the 
78  phone that we're really at a point where we 
79  turn awa:y from our kids. 
80 BM: So what sweetness is that attractive? 
81 ST: The sweetness of something new that's coming 
82  into us on our phone. People talk to me about, 
83  you know, not being able to tolerate not 
84  knowing what that new thing that's coming in 
85  on the phone is. I mean, kids sit in class now 
86  and they, you know, the phone is in the bag or 
87  the phone is on the floor, and they check 
88  regularly what new texts are coming in. 
89 BM: Do you have boundaries for them-- 
90 ST: Every professor-- 
91 BM: Do you push back? 
92 ST: Every professor knows this. Well, I had a- I had a thing 
93  in class where the kids, I was teaching a class 
94  on memoir at MIT, and it was about these kids' 
95  fantastic stories about their lives. And a group 
96  of the class came to me and said, "You know, 
97  we're texting in class. And, you know, we feel 
98  bad because the rest of the kids, I mean, they're 
99  talking about their lives." And I said, "Well, we 
100  have to discuss this as a class." And basically, 
101  they said, "We are not as strong as technology's  
102  pull." 
103 BM: What did they mean by that? 
104 ST: They were not as strong. 
105 BM: They couldn't say no? 
106 ST: They could not say no. They could not say no to 
107  the feeling that somebody wanted them. 
108  Somebody was reaching out to them. The thrill that we get, the 
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109  neurochemical hit of constant connection is 
110  what we are -- is what we have now. 
111 BM: The multitasking? 
112 ST: It is -- we definitely get a high from 
113  multitasking. 
114 BM: Are our brains programmed to do four to six 
115  things at the same time? 
116 ST: No. There's really no such thing as 
117  multitasking. Studies show decisively that um your- your  
118  behavior, your performance degrades for every 
119  new task you multitask. So when you add a new  
120  task, your performance degrades in all of the  
121  tasks you're doing. But there's a catch. You  
122  think you're doing better in each of the tasks  
123  you're doing. So multitasking, which we hyped  
124  and hyped as kind of-- this is what this  
125  technology allowed for us, is actually the first  
126  thing that we need to address in order to do  
127  serious work. 
128 BM: Well, you have helped me to understand a  
129  puzzle because in your earlier book, “Life on  
130  the Screen,” you were optimistic. You thought  
131  all of this technology was truly promising. 
132 ST: Well, I mean, I've had an evolution in my  
133  thinking. 
134 BM: And what was the critical factor in that? 
135 ST: Because in the early days of the internet,  
136  people went online, in those days  
137  anonymously, and could create identities  
138  online that were very different from the  
139  identities they had in the real. And people were  
140  experimenting with gender with, you know, the  
141  shy would be less shy, and people, as I studied  
142  them online, were really using online identity  
143  to work through questions of kind of  
144  experimenting using the online world as a sort  
145  of identity workshop to play with questions of  
146  kind of experimenting, using the online world  
147  as a sort of identity workshop, to play with  
148  questions of who they were and to experiment  
149  with being a little bit different. And I thought  
150  that was very exciting. What I did not see, call  
151  me not prescient, was that my idea of how we  
152  would be thinking about identity had a model  
153  of a person at a computer playing with identity,  
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154  and then after you played with your identity at  
155  the computer, then you would get up from your  
156  computer, having experimented with identity,  
157  and you would go out to the world, into the  
158  world, and you would live your life having  
159  learned these lessons from your online identity.  
160  When the book was written, I looked around  
161  me, and there were already people in my  
162  environment using computers that they called  
163  the "wearable computers." 
164 BM: Wearable? 
165 ST: Wearable computers. They had antennae, they  
166  had keyboards in their pockets, they had  
167  glasses that were their screens, and they were  
168  wearing the web on them. In other words, they  
169  looked very science fiction. They basically had a  
170  portable phone. They were-- they could be-- 
171 BM: (They) were wearing it? 
172 ST: on the web, they were wearing it. They could be  
173  on the web all the time. 
174 BM: It was their uniform. 
175 ST: It was their uniform. They could be on the web  
176  all the time. And that meant once you had this  
177  device with you all the time, you didn't have  
178  this division of time at the computer or not  
179  with the computer. You had this always on,  
180  always-on-you device, and you had the  
181  possibility of being always, always in this world  
182  of the web. 
183 BM: But what's wrong with that? I ask that seriously  
184  because, you know-- 
185 ST: Well, that is-- 
186 BM: E. M. Forster said, "Only connect." 
187 ST: That changed everything. Because people then,  
188  the kids in my class who were looking down at  
189  their phones through the entire lecture  
190  included, the people in church who text during  
191  services, who text during funerals included,  
192  everyone is always having their attention  
193  divided between the world of the people we're  
194  with and this other reality. We now walk  
195  around with our heads down. I walked over  
196  here this morning, everybody is like this. I-- 
197 BM: That's dangerous in New York City-- 
198 ST: It's dangerous. There's even a New Yorker  
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199  cover I think about a family, you know, who  
200  are at the beach, and their heads are in their  
201  phones. I mean, we are always equally in the  
202  world of the machine, in the world that's in the  
203  phone and in the rest of the world. 
204 BM: That New Yorker cover's a long way from the  
205  covers we used to see on "The Saturday  
206  Evening Post," particularly in Norman  
207  Rockwell's famous depiction of Thanksgiving  
208  dinner around the table, serving the turkey  
209  with all the kids and grandparents entering  
210  into the conversation-- 
211 ST: Right, right. If I came into this conversation  
212  and just put my iPhone down and we started to  
213  talk, what we would discuss in this  
214  conversation would radically change. Because  
215  you’d feel, and you'd be right to feel, that I'm,  
216  you know, partly waiting to be interrupted by  
217  all the things people, experiences, emotions, - 
218  connections that are here. And that changes  
219  what people will talk about, the amount of – 
220  investment they'll make in the conversation,  
221  the nature of the degree of emotional content  
222  they will put into a conversation. 
223 BM: What is this doing (.) to us as human beings?  
224  The fact that we're constantly [at-- 
225 ST:  [It's keepin’ us-  
226  it’s keeping us more at the: >surface of things.<  
227  I went to a dinner of a group of young people  
228  (1.0) constant interruption.  
229  Everybody has a ↑phone (.) phones are going  
230  off constantly the average-the average teenage  
231  girl is interrupted once every four or five  
232  minutes by an incoming or an outgoing ↑text.  
233  So five people out to dinner I mean it was a  
234  constant interruption. And I'll say to them,  
235  "How do you feel about the (.) interruptions?"  
236  And they say, "What interruptions?" Because  
237  they experience these interruptions as  
238  con↑nection. Things have gotten so (.) ba:d that  
239  the culture is starting to present things that  
240  used to be dystopian as utopian. And my best  
241  example is dinner. There's an ad for Facebook  
242  um which- a dinner (.) a typical Norman  
243  Rockwell dinner the type you were evoking.  
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244  ↑Big family and extended family is at dinner.  
245  And you- you know this is going to be good  
246  because dinner is the thing that we all know  
247  protects against juvenile delinquency people  
248  stay in schoo:l if they have dinner with their  
249  families. It protects against you know  
250  everything ba:d and it encourages everything  
251  good in the growing up of a child. 
252 BM: There are studies that confirm [that? 
253 ST: [Studies confirm  
254  DINNER with your family just have dinner  
255  with your children. So we ↑know this is going  
256  to be ↑good. And this family’s having dinner.  
257  And then all of a sudden, one of the members  
258  of the family let's call her "Aunty" starts to get  
259  boring. ((Facebook ad plays here)) And a young  
260  girl let's say a 19-year-old girl- we’ve hit a  
261  "boring bit." And this girl is not going to take a  
262  "boring bit." And she takes out her phone and  
263  on her phone she goes to Facebook. And from  
264  her phone comes out ↑snowball fights! and  
265  ↑football games! and ↑ballet things! all the  
266  things that are on her phone come out of her  
267  phone. And she's not at the dinner anymore.  
268  She's into this other world of Facebook all the  
269  "boring bits" are gone Facebook and all the  
270  things that are on her Facebook are now at the  
271  dinner on the table surrounded- she's  
272  surrounded by this other world. She's smiling  
273  she's happy. And so I me- essentially Facebook  
274  has taken out an ad against conversation at  
275  family dinner. The big issue is whether or not  
276  we're moving to a culture >and we< are where  
277  people can no longer tolerate what I'm calling  
278  the "boring bits.” 
279 BM: The boring= 
280 ST: =The “boring bits" of human conversation. I  
281  call it a "flight from conversation." Because  
282  we've become increasingly intolerant (.) of (.)  
283  the way in which we stumble and make  
284  mistakes and kind of have to backtrack (.)  
285  particularly when we're talking about things  
286  that are complicated and ↑ha:rd. And you have  
287  to sort of work with somebody and get- this is  
288  conver↑sation. And children have to be taught  
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289  and this is why it's a- it's a gift to them to say,  
290  "Put down the device and let's talk." And so  
291  what concerns me as a developmental  
292  psychologist watching children grow in this  
293  new world where being bo:red is something  
294  that never has to be tolerated for a moment.  
295  You can always go someplace where you're  
296  stimulated stimulated stimulated um is that  
297  people are losing that capacity. And that's very  
298  serious. 
299 BM: What is it about face-to-face conversation you  
300  think people don't like? 
301 ST: Well, I once asked a 16-year-old who was  
302  talking about how much he doesn't like  
303  conversation. He actually had just said to me,  
304  "Someday, someday soon, but certainly not  
305  how, I'd like to learn how to have a  
306  conversation." And I said, "What's wrong with  
307  conversation?" And he said, "It takes place in  
308  real time and you can't control what you're  
309  going to say." And this is crucial for what  
310  digital technology has given us that has made  
311  conversation seem like something that we can  
312  avoid. Let's say the old kind of conversation,  
313  which is open-ended, which is that when you  
314  type or use digital media, you can edit, you can  
315  correct, you can get it right, you feel less  
316  vulnerable. I call it the "Goldilocks Effect." 
317 BM: Goldilocks? 
318 ST: The "Goldilocks Effect--" 
319 BM: Goldilocks and the Three Bears? 
320 ST: Right. We want to be in touch with more and  
321  more people, carefully kept at bay. Not too  
322  close, not too far, just right, edited, made –  
323  with our communications edited, made perfect.  
324  Goldilocks. 
325 BM: Everyone across the spectrum is talking about  
326  technology overuse, including comedians. I  
327  came across this moment on YouTube where  
328  Louis C.K. is talking about his own kid. Here it  
329  is.  
330  ((YouTube video: Louis CK talks about parents  
331  at a school dance)) 
332 BM: It's a funny video, but he isn't sure he likes  
333  what's happening. 
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334 ST: Well, I mean, it -- I mean, there's so many  
335  things going on in this. I mean, we are living  
336  the kind of mediated, a mediated existence  
337  where, you know, capturing the event in order  
338  to then post it, really has become, has come to  
339  seem normal. So I call it, "I share therefore I  
340  am." I mean, it's kind of a way of living where  
341  you don't feel fully as though you're living if  
342  you haven't shared it in this new way. In other  
343  words, it's almost as though you don't have the  
344  feeling, or the feeling is -- you get the feeling,  
345  or the feeling begins to come to you. You feel  
346  more yourself, you begin to feel yourself as you  
347  mesh yourself with the means of  
348  communication. 
349 BM: So sending is being? 
350 ST: Sending is being. It's starting to be that sending  
351  is being. And I think that this has a, potentially  
352  a downside, because, you know, you begin to  
353  not have as much a feeling of autonomy and  
354  sense of self if your way of thinking about  
355  yourself is so tied into sharing and texting and  
356  being enmeshed that way. 
357 BM: Walt Whitman should be around now, Song of  
358  Myself-- 
359 ST: Right, right. 
360 BM: I mean, that's what society-- 
361 ST: No, it really is a different way of seeing the self.  
362  And again, I come back to the importance of  
363  solitude, the sense that people need to learn  
364  how to gather themselves and be alone and  
365  experience solitude, which is different from  
366  loneliness. Because the way things are now, you  
367  know, people think that loneliness is a problem  
368  that needs to be solved and that only  
369  technology can solve. 
370 BM: What about technology's ability to enable us to  
371  be mean and malicious from a distance without  
372  any possibility of retaliation? Why do people  
373  behave so differently on social media? 
374 ST: Because the face, the presence of another  
375  person inhibits the worst in us. And the fact  
376  that we can behave as behind a veil brings out  
377  this side where you feel as though you're  
378  disinhibited. There's no-- 
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379 BM: You're given permission. 
380 ST: You're given permission. You're given  
381  permission. People behave -- cyber bullying,  
382  people behave as though they're not speaking  
383  to another human being. 
384 BM: Did you see the recent story about the 12-year- 
385  old girl who took her life after being bullying-- 
386 ST: Yes, yes. 
387 BM: Any take you can give us on that? Any insight  
388  you can share with us about how technology  
389  feeds something like that? She could've just  
390  turned off the phone, put down the phone. 
391 ST: No. No, she couldn't. Because the phone has  
392  become her lifeline too, to her social world. I  
393  think that's sort of what we're saying, is that  
394  being part of her social world meant keeping on  
395  the phone. These people got to her because she  
396  could not be part of being 12 years old in her  
397  high school. 
398 BM: You're so on that-- 
399 ST: Without keeping on her phone. 
400 BM: There was a recent Pew research study that  
401  found teenagers are wary of excessive sharing  
402  on Facebook but continue to use it because  
403  they say it is crucial to their social life. 
404 ST: Absolutely, absolutely. 
405 BM: So it's not just the matter of unplugging. If they  
406  unplug, they're unplugging from their universe. 
407 ST: Yes. And there are many teenagers who I've  
408  studied who will unplug for a while, and then  
409  plug back in because that is where -- that is sort  
410  of where their social life is. That's where their –  
411  that's where they know where the parties are.  
412  That's where they know, that's where they find  
413  out where things are happening. 
414 BM: So this need for community that they now find  
415  technologically seems to me an extension of  
416  this powerful appetite that makes us human  
417  beings. But you say, I hear you saying, the  
418  machine threatens our humanity? 
419 ST: Well, I want to say I'm optimistic if it can be  
420  used in a way that connects us in ways that will  
421  make us more human, as that will bring the  
422  human community together. But let me just  
423  take politics. I was so optimistic and excited  
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424  about the connections that people could form  
425  politically using the computer. And there has  
426  been some fantastic things, obviously. But very  
427  often, people feel as though they've politically  
428  participated if they go on a website and they  
429  check "like." They feel that that is belonging to  
430  a -- making a political statement. Politics is  
431  actually, I think, going into your community,  
432  having a conversation, not to overuse the word,  
433  disagreeing with somebody, putting yourself  
434  into somebody else's head, often very hard.  
435  Looking somebody in the eye, really doing the  
436  hard work of empathy, something that you  
437  don't learn by email. It's the last place to  
438  develop empathic skills. So the question of  
439  community and being part of a community is  
440  either something that computers can help or  
441  that computation can undermine, depending  
442  on how we use it. 
443 BM: Have you found that people feel empowered  
444  when they can tweet or Facebook their  
445  opinions? I’ve found that there's a sense of  
446  response people get to their postings of their  
447  opinions that make them feel better. 
448 ST: It may-- 
449 BM: That they're being heard. 
450 ST: The feeling of always being heard is great and  
451  empowering, but again, the paradox, it can take  
452  people away from really doing something, from  
453  real action. I call this "moments of more and  
454  lives of less." In other words, you have these  
455  moments when you feel as though you're doing  
456  more, and you feel empowered, but actually,  
457  you haven't engaged with the world. So you feel  
458  great, you've tweeted an opinion, you feel, "I'm  
459  in the world," but actually, joining a political  
460  group, learning something, taking some kind of  
461  action in the world, in the real world on the  
462  street in your community, would actually be a  
463  moment of more. 
464 BM: But that requires negotiation, compromise,  
465  even vulnerability. 
466 ST: And conversation with other people. That you  
467  can't do it from your room, which so much of  
468  the internet allows you to do. I mean, in  
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469  -education and in politics, I think we want to  
470  go to a place where we're looking to give things  
471  the complexity that they deserve. 
472 BM: But many elite institutions are pressing the  
473  case for online education. 
474 ST: Yes. And this is something that I think is very,  
475  very interesting now. It's good for certain kinds  
476  of content. It's good for places that couldn't  
477  possibly get this education. But I think that the  
478  great education happens when there's really a  
479  conversation that mixes content, the passion of  
480  the instructor, and the conversation with a  
481  student who's physically there with the  
482  instructor. As a professor, the teaching of the  
483  content happens through the weaving of my  
484  passion for my subject with delivering the  
485  content. I don't want them to come in for a  
486  discussion after they've been alone in their  
487  room learning this stuff. I want to be with them  
488  while they're learning. 
489 ST: So I'm willing to go along with this, if this is for  
490  people who don't have access to the ideal. And  
491  this is the best they can have. But in technology  
492  so often, we use the argument that there's  
493  something that's better than nothing. And in all  
494  of a sudden, it becomes better than anything.  
495  So this thing, this online education, starts out  
496  that it's better than nothing, because all these  
497  people in third-world, this is the only thing  
498  they can have. So it’s better than nothing. And  
499  then all of a sudden, it's better than anything.  
500  It's better than anything MIT can provide for  
501  our own students, and it begins to creep in. I  
502  mean, sell it to other universities in the United  
503  States because it's better than what they can  
504  provide. And all of a sudden, it starts to be a  
505  model for education. And that's when I think  
506  we need to sort of take a breath. My attitude  
507  toward so much about technology is really just  
508  take a breath and just approach it and say, "Do  
509  you really want to say that flipping the  
510  classroom is really the best model for  
511  everything we're doing?" I'm not so sure. 
512 BM: So do you have a couple of practical things that  
513  you would suggest to people about how to use  
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514  this technology? Facebook ‘n Twitter social  
515  media (.) for happiness and meaning? 
516 ST: I’ve a lot of practical advice for par↑ents (.)  
517  which is to create sacred spaces in your ho:me. 
518 BM: By which you mean- 
519 ST: Places that are device free. Kitchen dining  
520  room and the car.  
521 BM: Hm. 
522 ST: You can't introduce this idea when your child is  
523  ↑15 that the car is for chatt↑ing. From the very  
524  beginning kitchen dining room and the car are  
525  places where (1.0) we talk. And you ex↑plain to  
526  your child, "This isn't a you know- this is  
527  important to me (.) we're a family I need to talk  
528  to you. I need to talk to you." 
529 BM: Sherry Turkle, I appreciate your coming to  
530  share your ideas with us. 
531 ST: Thank you so much. 
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Appendix B 
The New York Times comments 
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Appendix C 
 
TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS 

The transcription notation system employed for data segments is an adaptation of Gail 
Jefferson’s work (see Atkinson & Heritage (Eds.), 1984, pp. ix-xvi). The symbols may be 
described as follows: 
 
: Colon(s): Extended or stretched sound, syllable, or word. 

__ Underlining: Vocalic emphasis. 

(.) Micropause: Brief pause of less than (0.2). 

(1.2) Timed Pause: Intervals occurring within and between same or different 
speaker’s utterance. 

((  )) Double Parentheses: Scenic details.  

(     ) Single Parentheses: Transcriptionist doubt. 

. Period: Falling vocal pitch. 

? Question Marks: Rising vocal pitch. 

  Arrows: Pitch resets; marked rising and falling shifts in intonation. 

    Degree Signs: A passage of talk noticeably softer than surrounding talk. 

= Equal Signs: Latching of contiguous utterances, with no interval or overlap. 

[     ] Brackets: Indicates beginnings and endings of speech overlap. 

[[    Double Brackets: Simultaneous speech orientations to prior turn. 

! Exclamation Points: Animated speech tone. 

- Hyphens: Halting, abrupt cut off of sound or word. 

>   < Less Than/Greater Than Signs: Portions of an utterance delivered at a pace  

<   > noticeably quicker (> <) or slower (<  >) than surrounding talk. 

CAPS CAPS: Extreme loudness compared with surrounding talk. 

hhh .hhh hh: Audible outbreaths, possibly laughter. The more h’s, the longer the 
aspiration.  

ye(hh)s (hh): Aspirations with periods indicate audible inbreaths  (e.g., .hhh). H’s 
within (e.g., ye(hh)s) parentheses mark within-speech aspirations, possible 
laughter. 

pt Lip Smack: Often preceding an inbreath. 

hah Laugh Syllable: Relative closed or open position of laughter. 

$ Smile Voice: Words marked by chuckles and/or phrases hearable as laughed-
through. 

  



133 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 
 
Adelsward, V., and Nilholm, C. (2000). Who is Cindy? Aspects of Identity Work in a 

Teacher-Parent-Pupil Talk at a Special School. Text, 20(4), 545-568. 
Bilton, N. (2013, March 13). The Child, the Tablet and the Developing Mind. The New 

York Times. Retrieved from http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/disruptions-
what-does-a-tablet-do-to-the-childs-mind/?_r=0. 

Blum-Kulka, S. (1997). Dinner Talk: Cultural Patterns of Sociability and Socialization 
in Family Discourse. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

Bucholtz, M. & Hall, K. (2005). Identity and Interaction: A Sociocultural Linguistic 
Approach. Discourse Studies, 7(4-5), 585-614. 

CBS. (2013, April 3). Is Your Smartphone Making You Lonely? Retrieved from 
http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/is-your-smart-phone-making-you-lonely/. 

Collett, J. L. (2005). What Kind of Mother Am I? Impression Management and the 
Social Construction of Motherhood. Symbolic Interaction, 28(3), 327-347. 

Common Sense Media. (2013). Zero to Eight: Children’s Media Use in America 2013. 
Retrieved from https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/zero-to-eight-
childrens-media-use-in-america-2013. 

Connelly, M. (2010, June 6). More Americans Sense a Downside to an Always Plugged-
In Existence. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/07/technology/07brainpoll.html. 

Constine, J. (2013, April 4). Facebook Announces “Home”, A Homescreen Replacement 
Android App Designed Around People. Retrieved from 
http://techcrunch.com/2013/04/04/facebook-home-launch/. 

Davies, B., and Harré, R. (1990). Positioning: The discursive construction of selves. 
Journal for the Theory of Social Behavior, 20(1), 43-63. 

Erickson, F., and Shultz, J. (1982). The Counselor as Gatekeeper: Social Interaction in 
Interviews. New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Gee, J. P. (2008). Social Languages and Literacies: Ideology in discourses, 3rd Ed. New 
York, NY: Routledge. 

Gee, J. P. (2013). Discourse Versus discourse. In Carol A. Chapelle (Ed.). The 
Encyclopedia of Applied Linguistics. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

Goffman, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York, NY: Anchor 
Books. 

Gordon, C. (2007). “I Just Feel Horribly Embarrassed When She Does That”: 
Constituting a Mother’s Identity. In D. Tannen, S. Kendall, and C. Gordon (Eds.), 
Family Talk, (71-102). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Gordon, C. (2015a). Framing and Positioning. In D. Schiffrin, D. Tannen, and H. 
Hamilton (Eds.), The Handbook of Discourse Analysis (second edition). Malden, 
MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Gordon, C. (in press, 2015b). We Were Introduced to Foods I Never Even Heard of: 
Parents as Consumers on Reality TV. In A. T. Demo, J. L. Borda, and D. H. Krolokke 
(Eds.), The Motherhood Business: Consumption, Communication and Privilege. 
Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press. 

Hays, S. (1996). The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/disruptions-what-does-a-tablet-do-to-the-childs-mind/?_r=0
http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/disruptions-what-does-a-tablet-do-to-the-childs-mind/?_r=0
http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/is-your-smart-phone-making-you-lonely/
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/zero-to-eight-childrens-media-use-in-america-2013
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/zero-to-eight-childrens-media-use-in-america-2013
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/07/technology/07brainpoll.html
http://techcrunch.com/2013/04/04/facebook-home-launch/


134 

 

 

 

Herring, S. C. (2004) Computer-Mediated Discourse Analysis: An Approach to 
Researching Online Behavior. In Barab, S. A., Kling, R., & Gray, J. H. (Eds.), 
Designing for Virtual Communities in the Services of Learning, (338-376). New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Herring, S. C. (2008). Questioning the Generational Divide: Technological Exoticism 
and Adult Construction of Online Youth Identity. In D. Buckingham (Ed.). Youth, 
Identity, and Digital Media. (71-92). Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Johnston, A. (2007). Gatekeeping in the Family: How Family Members Position One 
Another as Decision Makers. In D. Tannen, S. Kendall, and C. Gordon (Eds.), Family 
Talk, (165-194). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Johnstone, B. (2008). Discourse Analysis. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 
Keeter, S., & Taylor, P. (2009). The Millennials. Retrieved from 

http://www.pewresearch.org/2009/12/10/the-millennials/. 
Kendall, S. (2007). Father as Breadwinner, Mother as Worker: Gendered Positions in 

Feminist and Traditional Discourses of Work and Family. In D. Tannen, S. Kendall, 
and C. Gordon (Eds.), Family Talk, (123-164). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

Kolko, B. (1995). Building a World with Words: The Narrative Reality of Virtual 
Communities. Works and Days, 13(1/2), 105-126. 

Lakoff, R. T. (1990). Talking Power: The Politics of Language in Our Lives. New York, 
NY: Basic Books. 

Lindlof, T. R. (1992). Computing Tales: Parents’ Discourse About Technology and 
Family. Social Science Computer Review, 10, 291-309. 

Moyers & Company. (2013 Oct. 18). Sherry Turkle on Being Alone Together. Retrieved 
from: http://billmoyers.com/segment/sherry-turkle-on-being-alone-together/ 

Ochs, E. (1992). Indexing Gender. In A. Duranti and C. Goodwin (Eds.), Rethinking 
Context: Language as an Interactive Phenomenon (335-358). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Ochs, E. (1993). Constructing Social Identity: A Language Socialization Perspective. 
Research on Language and Social Interaction, 26(3), 287-306. 

Pew Research Internet Project. (2014). Mobile Technology Fact Sheet. Retrieved from 
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheets/mobile-technology-fact-sheet/ 

Pigeron, E. (2012). Parents’ Moral Discussions About Strategies for Monitoring 
Children’s Media Exposure. Research on Youth and Language, 6(1), 15-32. 

Pomerantz, A. (1986). Extreme Case formulations: A way of legitimizing claims. Human 
Studies, 9, 219-229. 

Pugh, A. (2005). Selling Compromise: Toys, Motherhood, and the Cultural Deal. Gender 
& Society, 19, 729-749. 

Ribeiro, B. T. (2006). Footing, positioning, voice. Are we talking about the same things? 
In A. DeFina, D. Schiffrin, and M. Bamberg, (Eds.), Discourse and Identity (142-
165). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Richtel, M. (2010a, August 24). Digital Devices Deprive Brain of Needed Downtime. The 
New York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/25/technology/25brain.html. 

Richtel, M. (2010b, November 21). Growing Up Digital, Wired for Distraction. The New 
York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/21/technology/21brain.html. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/2009/12/10/the-millennials/
http://billmoyers.com/segment/sherry-turkle-on-being-alone-together/
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheets/mobile-technology-fact-sheet/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/25/technology/25brain.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/21/technology/21brain.html


135 

 

 

 

Sacks, H. (1989). The M.I.R. Membership Categorization Device. Human Studies, 
12(3/4), 271-281. 

Scelfo, J. (2010, June 9). The Risks of Parenting While Plugged In. The New York 
Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/10/garden/10childtech.html?pagewanted=all.  

Schiffrin, D. (1996). Narrative as Self-Portrait: Sociolinguistic Constructions of Identity. 
Language in Society 25(2), 167-203. 

Schiffrin, D. (2000). Mother/Daughter Discourse in a Holocaust Oral History: “Because 
Then You Admit that You’re Guilty.” Narrative Inquiry, 10(1), 1-44. 

SiriusXM POTUS. (2013, Oct. 18). Rep. Debbie Wasserman Schultz “Technology Has 
Made Me A Better Mom.” Retrieved from: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qd68YI1VH8 

Sunderland, J. (2006). ‘Parenting’ or ‘mothering’? The case of modern childcare 
magazines. Discourse & Society, 17(4), 503-527. 

Tahnk, J. L. (2013, April 26). How Technology Has Made Me a Better Mom. Retrieved 
from http://mashable.com/2013/04/26/technology-better-mom/. 

The New York Times. (2014). Media Kit Online Audience. Retrieved from 
http://nytmediakit.com/online. 

Turkle, S. (2011). Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less 
from Each Other. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Turkle, S. (2012, April 21). The Flight From Conversation. The New York Times. 
Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/22/opinion/sunday/the-flight-
from-conversation.html?pagewanted=all. 

Zivkovic, T., Warin, M., Davies, M., & Moore, V. (2010). In the name of the child: The 
gendered politics of childhood obesity. Journal of Sociology, 46(4), 375-392. 

  
  

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/10/garden/10childtech.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qd68YI1VH8
http://mashable.com/2013/04/26/technology-better-mom/
http://nytmediakit.com/online
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/22/opinion/sunday/the-flight-from-conversation.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/22/opinion/sunday/the-flight-from-conversation.html?pagewanted=all


136 

 

 

 

MELISSA VAILLANCOURT 

315 Forsythe Street, Camillus, NY  13031 | 315.286.7870 | mavailla@syr.edu 

EDUCATION 

Syracuse University 

School of Visual and Performing Arts 

M.A. in Communication & Rhetorical Studies August 2015 

Thesis: Mediated Motherhood: Parenting in the Digital Age 

Advisor: Cynthia Gordon 

Research Interests: Language and Social Interaction, Discourse Analysis, 

Family Interaction, Technology and Interpersonal Communication, 

Institutional Discourse, Embodied Interaction 

Awards & Recognition: Graduate Teaching Assistant Award,  

Department Nominee for Outstanding Teaching Assistant 

G.P.A.: 4.0 
 

Syracuse University 

The Maxwell School 

C.A.S. in Conflict Resolution August 2015 

Research Interests: Conflict Theory, Conflict Transformation, 

Institutional Conflict, Facilitating Group Conflict, 

Interpersonal Conflict 

G.P.A.: 4.0 
 

State University of New York at Oswego 

B.A. in Broadcasting & Mass Communication December 2005 

Concentration: Public Relations 

Summa Cum Laude 

G.P.A.: 3.89 
 

RELEVANT GRADUATE COURSEWORK 

Syracuse University 

Department of Communication & Rhetorical Studies 

CRS 600 Communication, Media & Politics in DC 

CRS 600 Discourse and Social Institutions 

CRS 600 Talk and the Body (audit) 

CRS 601 Proseminar in Social Communication 

CRS 690 Independent Study: Discourse, Technology and Family Interaction 
 

The Maxwell School 

PARCC (Program for the Advancement of Conflict and Collaboration) 

SOS 601 Fundamentals of Conflict Studies 

SOS 624 Conflict Resolution in Groups 
 



137 

 

 

 

RELEVANT TRAINING 

Syracuse University 

Future Professoriate Program 

Certificate in University Teaching 

Diversity in the Classroom, Politics in the Academy, Creating a 

Teaching Portfolio, Launching Research Projects 
 

The Maxwell School PARCC/CMC (Conflict Management Center) 

Basic Conflict Skills Training 

Interest-based Problem Solving 

Culture & Conflict 

 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

Syracuse University 

Instructor of Record: CRS 325 Presentational Speaking August 2014 – May 2015 

Develop lectures, activities, discussions, projects, rubrics, quizzes 

and final exam for four stand-alone sections (two per semester).  

Guide students in preparing proposals and outlines for informative, 

Persuasive and epideictic speeches. Assist students in conducting 

Research and reducing speaking anxiety. Provide rehearsal and 

delivery strategies. Develop rapport with students and work to foster 

an atmosphere where students can become adept speakers. 

 

Recitation Instructor/  

Graduate Teaching Assistant: CRS 225 Public Advocacy August 2013 – May 2014 

Developed and graded recitation materials for four recitation 

sections. Designed activities, discussions, projects and quizzes 

aimed at applying concepts of media literacy introduced in 

course lectures. 

 

Jefferson Community College 

Interim Instructor for Speech/Academic Advisor for Liberal Arts April – May 2010, 

Assumed teaching and advising load for professor during medical April – May 2011 

leave. Taught two sections of STA 101 Fundamentals of Oral 

Communication and three sections of STA 151 Public Speaking, including all 

lectures, projects, activities and grading. Advised individual students for fall 

registration; processed enrollment for 

advisees. 

Adjunct Instructor: STA 101 Fundamentals of Oral Communication, August 2002 – May 2008 

STA 151 Public Speaking, STA 161 Interpersonal Communication  

Created syllabi, lectures, class activities and assignments for 

communication courses. Graded student speeches, quizzes and exams.  

 

  



138 

 

 

 

RELATED EXPERIENCE 

Jefferson Community College 

Academic Advisor October 2007 – present 

Provide academic advisement and career, personal and transfer 

counseling to new, transfer, returning and continuing students of 

all degree and certificate programs. Counsel students on selecting 

appropriate courses, setting realistic expectations, balancing education, 

employment, family and other responsibilities. Assist students in planning 

and revising the academic schedule. Understand college policies and 

procedures, financial aid guidelines and deadlines as they relate to 

registration. Keep abreast of updates to course prerequisites, program 

sequencing and degree requirements affecting advisement. 

Fort Drum Mountaineer 

Staff Writer December 2008 – July 2009 

Pitched, developed, researched and wrote stories for weekly military 

newspaper. Photographed events, conducted interviews and cultivated 

relationships with Army officers, soldiers, family members and civilian 

employees of the military post. Collaborated with another writer to design 

and lay out each edition. Designed a new supplemental health and wellness 

section for the paper. 

 

SERVICE AND VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE 

Syracuse University 

Panel Judge, White-Denison Presentational Speaking Competition August 2013 – May 2015 

Evaluate undergraduate speeches in preliminary and semi-final rounds of 

annual campus-wide competition. 

Presenter, Conflict, Culture & Communication January 2015 

Provided basic conflict resolution skills workshop for OCC 

Residence Hall Director and staff. 

Small Group Facilitator, Listening Meeting on Sexual Assault October 2014 

Oversaw and recorded discussions, encouraged participation from all group 

members, and reported top ideas to larger group. 

 

Jefferson Community College 

Trustee, Alumni Board of Directors August 2009 – August 2011 

Assisted in planning reunion, networking and fundraising events for the 

alumni association. 

Member, Mayor’s Ball Planning Committee May 2007 – May 2010 

Proposed, planned and executed college’s annual fundraising gala. 

Contacted donors and sponsors, suggested and designed themes, assisted 

with décor and setup of event. 

  



139 

 

 

 

Depauville Free Library 

Trustee, Board of Directors July 2009 – July 2011 

Worked with fellow board members to manage the library’s budget, make 

purchasing decisions for the library’s collection, plan and host community 

events. Oversaw the search for a new librarian; advertising, reviewing 

resumes, selecting candidates for interview, designing interview questions, 

conducting interviews and candidate selection. 

 


	Mediated Motherhood: Discourse and Maternal Identity in the Digital Age
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1444251966.pdf.C4Ap1

