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Abstract 

In this article we put classical pragmatism into play for the inquiry of non-use and non-users. 

The focus is how human experience and beliefs are at play in the choice of mobile phones, and 

how the context of actions in relation to these artefacts resolve the apparent dichotomies of use 

and non-use and user and non-user. Drawing on two illustrative examples from the promotional 

videos of the Light Phone and a contemporary smart phone, we investigate the logic of user 

expectations as terms of inquiries, doing and action. We illuminate the complexity of this in-

quiry, if taking the digital society seriously, and argue that even though pragmatism seems to 

be a useful venue for studying non-use as it focuses on what a user did do, instead of what a 

user would have done, i.e. what worked instead of what would have otherwise worked; the 

interpretation is always inherently situated and social. We conclude that there is no non-use in 

practice, however, within a pragmatic discourse there are alternative use in terms of inquiries, 

doing and action covering both use and non-use. 
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1 Introduction 

Pragmatism is a word with many different meanings and depths. A simple way to sum-

marize this philosophy is to say that what pragmatists put forth is that the best way to 

approach different philosophical topics is in terms of their practical use. There is also 

a number of different directions and approaches that apply pragmatism in the field of 

information systems. In this paper we return to the roots and take our starting point in 

classical American pragmatism e.g. Dewey as interpreted by Morgan (2014). Dewey 

argues that we have to reorient philosophy, moving away from abstract concepts and 

instead we should emphasize human experiences, where inquiry is seen as an extraor-

dinary important concept in human experiences. The inquiry is a process of self-con-

scious decision making, where beliefs must be interpreted to generate actions, and ac-

tions must be interpreted to generate beliefs.  

Hence, pragmatism from this point of view is about finding satisfying outcomes from 

a freedom of inquiries, and the philosophy is built on trusting individuals’ ability to 

reach the best or (at least) the most satisfying solutions (cf. Peirce 2.641). Worth notic-
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ing is that we should not confuse inquiry with the purely rational or disembodied pro-

cess of logical reasoning. Emotions and preferences operate throughout such an inquiry 

process, starting most notably with a feeling that something is problematic in a situation 

(Morgan 2014) no matter how subtly; and there is no distinction of meaning so fine as 

to consist in anything but a possible difference of practice (Peirce, 1878 in Goldkuhl 

2012).  

It is no coincidence that design researchers find the concept of pragmatism valuable 

(cf. Woolgar 1991); designers have to focus on what users actually do and what works. 

As Ågerfalk (2010) argues, many IS scholars also see themselves as pragmatists (cf. 

Goles & Hirschheim (2000), Hevner et al 2004, Baskerville and Myers 2004).  

Use and users are thus central concepts in design. It is hardly an exaggeration to say 

that information systems scholars need “users” as an epithet to situate why we are in 

the research area at all, irrespective of whether the “user” is an organization, an envi-

ronment, a machine, a society or an individual. If we in IS-research have something we 

call “use” and “user”, should there not be an equally important and equally central 

counterpart; a “non-use” and a “non-user” respectively? Absence of use has the poten-

tial to open up hitherto unexplored aspects of use and the systems in which the non-use 

takes place. 

 

This question both becomes an important subject in the contemporary political dis-

course and a subject of research. Maybe the most salient example in the political debate 

is the digital divide discussion, where non-users are said to be those who are unable or 

reluctant to use digital technology (i.e. non-digital users) and users are those who fully 

adapt to different digital technologies. The political digital agenda maps out the target; 

all citizen should become fully fledged digital users (i.e. Digital4EU).   

 

In IT-related Social Science research, the question at hand has rather been focused on 

if and how non-users is a concept in its own right (e.g. Selwyn, 2006; Morris and Ven-

katesh, 2000). The previous research is mainly focused on furthering the understanding 

of why people decide to use or not to use various digital solutions. Research questions 

around use have focused on ICT for social inclusion (Diaz Andrade and Doolin, 2016), 

bridging the gap between users and non-users in service innovation (Srivastava and 

Shainesh, 2015), computer access and ICT acceptance (e.g. Frissen, 2000; Verdegem 

and De Marez, 2011). While Satchell and Dourish (2009) provide a taxonomy of non-

use, a second stream embraces the infusion of political theory and power into the con-

cept of non-use, presenting a take on non-use as the manifestation of collective con-

sciousness and active, individual political choices (e.g. Carpentier, 2011). Such per-

spectives open for a critical discussion on whether “use” as well as “non-use” can be 

understood in terms of power (cf. Ang and Hermes, 1996). A third stream shows how 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/ejis.2011.54#CR60
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active use and active non-use are related to each other as different operational modali-

ties of users, and how this may explain deception as a form of bullying or protest 

(Casemajor et al 2015). 

 

This brief overview of current research in the field of non-use comprises different re-

search philosophies related to positivism and various stands of interpretivism. In all 

position non-use is primarily situated in the intentionalist rather than consequentialist 

sphere (i.e. Casemajor et al 2015).  However, especially for information systems de-

sign, as stated above, there is a third possible research philosophy to relate to; pragma-

tism. This brings us to the aim of this paper: How can we understand the dichotomies 

of “use” and “non-use”, and “user” and “non-user” through a pragmatic lens? 

 

Following in the footsteps of classical American pragmatism we have to ask: What 

difference does it make if we do it this way or another way (see James 1907 in Morgan 

2014). If we replace the word “do” with “use” we see that the concept of non-use takes 

a twist, revealing that there is no non-use at all. However, such statement may not ac-

count for all possible answers. To further investigate how we can understand non-use 

by applying a pragmatic approach, we will start from two illustrations that concern two 

devices aimed at supporting user groups with different operational modalities of use; 

The Light Phone and the iPhone 7.  

2 Notes on Method 

As Goldkuhl (2012) reminds us, Dewey's thoughts are central to the application of 

pragmatist thoughts in research in general, and to “walk the talk” we posit that our 

inquiries into non-use and non-users are “reasonable hypotheses”. We are aware that 

the validity of our inquiry could be called into question. However, as we are following 

the vein of classical American pragmatism (Peirce 2.663 f; see also Tsoukas 1989) 

making a reasonable guess is the only way of getting closer to attaining new and fruitful 

knowledge. Hence, the main ambition is the search for fruitful knowledge and richness 

of good points, rather than trying to reach ”full” reliability in our conclusions.  

The empirical setting is two promotional videos, both launched by the manufacturers 

of the two artefacts (http://www.thelightphone.com 15th Sept 2016) and 

(http://www.apple.com 15th Sept 2016) with the explicit purpose to contextualize the 

product and attach to it a particular form of utility and use. The content of the films are 

substantially richer than the following text and summary depict. Different data in the 

movies were identified and put into different sub-themes of classified patterns in line 

with Constas’ (1992) considered as a “distinct point of origination” related to our the-

oretical framework. Instead of treating the films as a machinery for harvesting data 

from we regard them as an arena for interaction in its own right (Potter 1997). Our 

analysis consists of an examination of the visual, aural and textual language of promo-

tional and journalistic material relating to these artefacts.  

 

http://www.thelightphone.com/
http://www.apple.com/
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The choice of these two films is based on a basic assumption that the producers of these 

two films act on consumers’ wishes, where demand and use - to some extent - is trans-

formed by social emulation among consumers, thereby making producers adapt to de-

mand (see for example Fernández et al 2016). The promos, like other discursive for-

mations, not only communicate things but also appeal to preferences (beliefs) in how 

we want to do things (actions) and who we want to be (self-consciousness). By watch-

ing the promos we are to be convinced to buy the phone, becoming users and by this, 

allows us to assume different social identities. This enables us to interpret the two films 

in terms of use and users as they are expressed in the data.  

 

The iPhone 7 has become quite familiar to many of us, however the Light Phone is 

perhaps not so well known. The “Light Phone” is a Kickstarter project that has currently 

raised 415,127 US dollars, been backed by 3,187 people (Spring 2016), is currently in 

its beta-testing phase among pre-ordering customers, and has a scheduled mainstream 

launch date in early Spring, 2017. It was at the time of its product launch, May 13th 

2015, described on the Kickstarter website as “a credit card-sized cell phone designed 

to be used as little as possible. 

3 Illustrations 

Excerpt from the Light Phone promo 

  

The sun rises (a new product is born), the film is accompanied by soft music. A young 

woman sits at home at the kitchen table with a Light Phone in her hand. The home on 

display is sparsely furnished, exhibiting an Apple-like aesthetic of cleanliness and clean 

technology. We see an smart phone in need of battery charge left behind. In its stead, 

the Light phone is promptly put inside a zipped-up purse. The phone disappears out of 

sight, out of mind. What follows is a sequence of cuts where the Light Phone is easily 

spun inside the hand – a literal “lightness”. The next cut shows a group of young adults 

socializing out in nature, in a park, followed by scenes of individuals engaging in var-

ious outdoors activities. There is an obvious absence of a phone in these sequences so 

as to emphasize the activities one can or should engage in without a traditional smart 

phone – the absence is enabled by the Light Phone. A few short cuts show how easily 

the phone is put away, how easy it is to make it disappear, out of sight; out of mind 

inside a wallet, inside a card holder. 

 

Sequences of nature paired with brief urban landscapes and relationships between peo-

ple and pets. Relationships equal ease of movement; there is a mobility in relationships 

that are important to mimic in the artifacts we use, this is literally evident in images of 

biking, walking, playing and figuratively in images of the phone easily being taken out 

and put away. Easy because of its size and weight, but also easy in how it has limited 

functionality and therefore has an easier “pull” on its user, it becomes easier to distance 

oneself. The distance is particularly evident in an image of a person swimming. 

 

Mid-sequence there is a two-second image on how first of all to turn it off, the message 

of disconnect loud and clear, followed by turning it on. It is shown to be easy, intuitive. 
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The sequence ends with images of vistas, clouds, skies, dogs, running and exercising 

followed by a leisurely answered call. The text “Your phone away from phone” is fol-

lowed by the word “Light”. 

  

Excerpt from the Apple iPhone 7 promo 

 

Loud music fades in and a voice proclaims “This is iPhone 7”. The phone is shown 

from various angles high up in the air, followed by sequential cuts of hands, lower- and 

upper bodies holding the new phone in their hands. A voiceover states “better, faster 

and more powerful”. The technique of the voice-over, of the disembodied, omnipotent, 

all-seeing voice directs us as viewers and potential users in-waiting what the product is 

and highlights its main features. The convincing voice is accompanied by faces and 

people holding this new product in their hands.  

 

To show the high resolution of the display and camera, several peoples’ profiles are 

shown with great clarity followed by sequences where we can see different motives 

through the camera lens. The speaker voice lets us understand that this gives the user a 

powerful experience. Other technical qualities are presented; resistance to water, the 

power of the processor and the long battery life. We see people doing a lot of empow-

ering things with the Smart Phone. In the background a boxing match is going on; sig-

nifies power and strengths. With loud powerful music plays in the background, the 

voice ends with saying: this is the best phone ever.  

4 Discussion 

The Light Phone does not exclude communication – rather the opposite. The slogan 

“Your phone away from phone” paraphrases not just “Your home away from home” 

but stresses the proximity aspect of the local network of families and friends. The Light 

Phone is for the active user, but surely only for the one who can control the need for 

unrestricted caller access, not for an active user who needs to answer every call, nor for 

a non-user of mobile phones.  

  

We could ask whether the Light Phone is better than a Smart Phone. The pragmatic 

view gives an answer; finding satisfying outcomes by inquiries and a trust in people´s 

self-conscious to reach the best solutions.  

  

What does this mean for the understanding of use and non-use, user and non-user? If 

the users, based on their experiences and needs (Morgan, 2014), believe the culprit of 

action is to be resolved via the camera feature, the iPhone 7 becomes the rational choice. 

If on the other hand the users find themselves fully occupied by constant connectedness 

and believe that the preferred action is to restrict the ways to connect, the outcome is 

to buy and use a Light Phone. What there is, is alternative actions (use) based on peo-

ple’s beliefs (to generate action) and the outcome of these beliefs in a specific context. 

We do not take the detour via what might be going on in the minds of the users or use 

as a result of different structures. We do not have to, by for example dressing the situ-

ation in terms of a political wilful engagement of a technology as Casemajor et al (2015) 

have stressed, not as long as the freedom of inquiry is the case. Instead the outcome of 
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the user’s beliefs is the result, and given a specific structure or context it should be 

interpreted as a satisfying result. 

  

We can from this backdrop - tentative as it might appear - define non-use and non-users 

within a pragmatic approach by turning it towards an emphasis on human experience: 

Non-use is the way in which the user did not do it. 

 

So let’s become pragmatic and look at how these two promos can guide the user to find 

the best or a satisfying solution.  

 

We might argue that mobile phone usage, like information technology in general, per-

forms in ways that can be described as ironic, perverse, contradictory and paradoxical 

(cf. Latour 1987, Idhe 1990, Orlikowski 2000). By its technical outfit the Light Phone 

is quite robust in its construction; long-life battery (a capacity even mentioned in the 

iPhone 7 film in terms of “better”), easy to carry around at the same time as it is easy 

to put away. These properties all together captured as robustness may all be activated 

in the Light Phone, maintaining a physically active lifestyle with different outdoors 

activities at the same time as the user’s identity is maintained by an artefact that does 

not break down. However, this robustness of its construction may be illusory. To the 

contrary, the iPhone 7 is actually water resistant, quite light too, etc.  

 

According to the promos, the Light Phone is something you put away or just forget. 

Instead of using a mobile phone you do a lot of things, you go out in nature or to the 

city to meet friends, to play with your pets, and so on. Going outside - is stretched to 

different physical activities where the phone is almost forgotten. The Smart Phone, on 

the other hand, could be more seen as an extension of the body (cf. Cooper 1993), 

letting you do a lot of things, like taking photographs with high quality, sharing infor-

mation in a convenient way, etc. The Smart Phone is with the user all the time, where 

the world is seen through camera lenses like a retina of an eye. The body and the tech-

nology becomes intangible – the technology becomes almost forgotten (cf. Scarry 

1985).  

 

Still, even if it is water resistant, it cannot easily or without risk for malfunction be 

brought during swimming. We see it in the Light Phone film, where a man is swimming 

with no possibility to carry any phone.  

 

Two seconds in the Light Phone promo is devoted to its simplicity of use. You can 

either switch it on or off. The individuals in the Light Phone film are casually dressed, 

situated in nature (in contrast to individuals in the iPhone 7 film, who are well dressed, 

well-styled youths, situated in an urban setting). The iPhone 7 film, on the other hand, 

shows a technology which is highly sophisticated, how different technological compo-

nents work, the large amount of applications that could be linked to the phone, all ap-

plications shown on the screen, etc. All these functions manifest different roles which 

the different components of the two phones my play. The Light Phone expresses sim-

plicity and robustness and the iPhone 7 technological sophistication. The identity of the 

Light Phone is quite simple seen from this technical aspect. An on and off button makes 

it simple, on the other hand, the iPhone 7 consists of a large amount of different appli-

cations. All of which require power, memory and user data. However, if one of these 
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applications would cease to function, for the iPhone 7, the functionality as well as the 

identity it brings would be quite stable anyhow. For the Light Phone, however, a mal-

function of its only feature, would put a end to the robustness, and thus, the simplicity, 

and with it, one can posit, the identity enforcement its user believed it to bring. More-

over, the communicative practices surrounding the Light Phone requires supplements 

such as pens, note books, or a smart phone (storing phone numbers), printed maps, (for 

finding one’s direction). In other words, there seems to be a strong force towards sup-

plements which makes using the Light Phone more complex to use in its simplicity. 

 

We also conjecture that communication via a Light Phone could be as complex as one 

made in an iPhone 7. However, as communicated by the promo, a call made by a Light 

Phone is within a sparse network of close relations. The iPhone 7 signifies a much 

larger and thus, dense network, with a capacity for a lot of multimodal handling of (also 

remote) contacts and applications. In the Light Phone case, one can and has to be se-

lective. And that is just it, if just a few contacts in the sparse network of the Light Phone 

become obsolete, the simplicity is gone. The strength, availability and closeness of the 

sparse network is what builds the simplicity of the Light Phone, and thus, the identity 

enforcement of the artefact. If some contacts in the larger network become obsolete, it 

may not interfere so much with the use, and the features of the phone remain largely 

unaffected.  

 

One of the main, advertised features of the Light Phone is its ability through a mobile 

app to forward voice calls from the stowed-away smart phone to itself. In essence this 

allows for partial, situational active non-use, where one can still be a smart phone user 

at certain times, and choose to be a Light Phone user/smart-phone non-user at other 

times, as technology is shaping and constraining social practice (cf. Swidler, 2002:90).  

 

The artefact itself has, aside from material properties and its potential outcomes, also 

some important properties in its ability of choice compared to the iPhone 7. A service 

provider, and pay-as-you-go SIM-cards allows the Light Phone to be operated without 

a long-term commitment to a corporate phone plan that includes paying off the phone 

on a monthly basis (the current incarnation of the iPhone 7 costs between 650 and 750 

US dollars) in addition to costs for calls and Internet access. The Light Phone costs 100 

US dollars, and represents paid ownership, and pre-paid calling rather than monthly 

installments and phone bills – the Light Phone then emerges as a form of financial 

disconnect as well as a communicative disconnect. The smart phone, on the other hand, 

highlights its complexity and potential, supported with different capacities, like a pow-

erful processor, a well elaborated camera, etc. The Light Phone is always at hand but 

at the same time invisible, the Light Phone gives us freedom in place, but let us be 

dependent on different supportive material things and the opportunity or mistake to 

forget it. 

 

To sum up, both mobile phones can signal busy and available, close and distant, sim-

plicity and advanced, robustness and fragility at the same time. What we have illus-

trated is that the two films shows the (potential) use and utility of two different tech-

nologies. It can be argued that these two technologies works as a logic of opposition 

(Robey and Boudreau 1999). Such way of thinking allows us to say that using one of 

the phones instead of the other could be both more efficient and less efficient, more 
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relevant and less relevant (and neither), not because different measures of different 

things can produce both results, not as a failure of method, but that such seemingly 

hopeless inconsistencies are a product of an ontological view; the world seen as a Ja-

nus face (Arnold 2003). Nevertheless, also from a more realistic model of ontology, a 

pragmatic lens, it seems to be inevitable not to front the complexity of determining 

the ideal use and outcome of the two mobile phones. Simply put, it is fraught with 

great difficulty to find out a satisfying or the best alternative choosing between the 

two alternatives. So, even if we believe in that pragmatism is grounded in freedom of 

inquiry, even if we believe in that no distinction of meanings so fine as to consist in 

anything but possible difference in practice, we have shown the complexity of this 

process in light of using new technologies. Non-use becomes an agile and volatile 

concept in the process of free inquiry and in a constant state of becoming; always in-

herently situated and social (cf. Tsoukas and Chia 2003). What does this say about 

“use” and “non-use” and “user” and “non-user”? To come to a conclusion about why 

a user did or didn’t do it one way rather than the other seems quite idealistic even if 

the theory may work as a coherent agenda for action. Such criticism is not new and 

has accompanied Dewey’s pragmatism a long time (see for example Midtgarden, 

2012). Nevertheless, it does not take the sting out of that if one is to take the digital 

society seriously, its opportunities and challenges, as Digital4EU; a lot of question 

marks become unanswered. Who is the fully fledged digital user of today if not some-

one oscillating between different technologies; someone who is user and non-user of 

particular technologies at the same time. 

 

The division between more analogue and digital users, between users and non-users 

as reflected in contemporary political statements would probably be understood by 

pragmatism as a set of beliefs and actions that are uniquely important within a given 

set of circumstances. However, as circumstances change it may call for a new agenda. 

We propose a pragmatic approach to the digital society that shifts its focus from the 

study of a digital divide in favor of pursuing a research agenda that requires examin-

ing not just what people are (non-users, fully fledged digital users, digital citizens, 

etc.) but examining why do they make the choices they do and most of all; what is the 

impact of making the choices (cf. Morgan 2013: 7).  

 

All this brings us to the conclusion that there is no non-use in practice, however, 

within a pragmatic discourse there are alternative use in terms of inquiries, doing and 

action covering both use and non-use. In other words: Non-use is what you did not do 

instead of what you did to make it work. Pragmatism again.  
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