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I - How to describe the 

social process of innovation

Sacred Santa in a Pakistani shop at Barbes in Paris (France) 

An example of cultural transfer



Starting from a system of 

material objects

 It is not productive to 

focus only on the 

technical potential of 

an object to predict 

how it will be used

2004, February, Chinese New Year in Paris

Weaponry  was not the purpose intended for 

gunpowder, which the Chinese invented for 

fireworks.



Enlarging our vision to the 

system of material objects

 When looking at the use of an object, 

we observe how the use is linked to 

several other objects



Example of a system of concrete 

objects: using a digital camera

cartridge
paper for printing

digital camera

batteries and charger

screen for visualizing

printer and photo



Use as social dynamics

 The use of an object is the result of an 

aggregation effect that is a chain of 

unexpected uses.

 So it is most often impossible to predict 

the final use of an object. 



The example of the printing 

press and the Bible

 According to Peter Drucker in Atlantic 

Monthly of October 1999, the link 

between the invention of printing, the 

multiplication of books at low cost, the 

diffusion of the Bible, the development of 

Protestantism, and the beginning of 

capitalism, was not predictable.



Technical uses are applied, 

selected, reinterpreted, 

created, or abandoned

 Early cell phones 

were not focused on 

young people but on 

businessmen

1997, Guangzhou: young student using a

phone after receiving a message from a pager

1997, Hong Kong: businessmen using

cell  phone



 They are nowadays used by youth as a tool of 
communication among friends.

 Cell phones are also used for text messages 
(SMS) in France and China more than in 
America.

 In China it is, for example, used to exchange 
jokes and puns.

 None of these uses was 
foreseeable in the mid-1990s.



II - Material, social, and 

cultural dimensions of 

innovation

 Material: size of the household space, 
income of the family, system of material 
objects

 Social: conflicts, cooperation and 
transactions, strategies

 Culture: Imaginary, religion, values, 
social status, meaning of objects



Material: little space for 

storage

 A student bedroom in 

1997 at Guangzhou 

University:

 How to cope with 

limited space for 

seven students

 The position of 

objects depends 

on space as well 

as on culture.



Social 1: Entering a 

structured household space

 Technical objects become integrated in 

3 domestic spaces:

 public

private

intimate

 Boundaries can be considered both as a 

fixed structure and a mobile phenomenon



Social 2: Prescribing, 

permitting, and forbidding 

uses of objects

 The use of an object depends on social norms
with varying degrees of formality.

 These norms existed before the object and 
organize its uses, but they can change if the 
object takes on new uses.

 Social rules can be transgressed.

 Uses of objects are embedded in social 
constraints.



Social 3: Objects are treated 

in three different ways

 displayed

 left visible

 hidden
2003, Algeria, hiding hair

2004, Israel, weapons visible

when shopping

2000, USA, displaying 

the American flag

In public



2004, Israel, religious sign 

displayed on the door

2000, USA, 

copper pots

displayed

in the kitchen

2000, France

Post-its 

and notes

visible

in the entrance

1995, USA, 

goods hidden

in the fridge

In the home



Social 4: Objects are used to 

express social distance or 

closeness

 Social 

communication takes 

different forms:

 face to face 

 phone

 letters

 e-mail

 fax

 Post-its

 text messages (sms)

2001, France, Keeping far

From others

2003, USA



In a specific culture, the 

place of boundaries depends 

on:

 Social belonging (social classes, 

genders, generations and cultures)

 The position of social actors in all the 

stages of the life course

 The gender and generational division of 

tasks and space in the household 

 The size of the household space

 The social occasions of uses



Culture: Organization of 

boundaries can be 

reinterpreted depending on 

the culture 

 A Chinese living room 
with:
 fridge

 microwave

 buffet

 TV

 In western countries, 
fridges are most often 
in the kitchen, a 
private space



Culture: another example of 

reinterpretation from one 

cultural use to another

American and French bathrooms:

toilet paper stored in an intimate space

China storing of  sanitary paper

in the living room, a public space



Imaginary: Messianic or 

apocalyptic enchantment 

with innovation

 Mobilizing rationality and imaginary throughout 

the process of innovation

 Innovations produce optimism or pessimism
 Internet is seen both as a benefit and a dangerous technology 

for communication, such as in family relations

 The train was seen as a danger for communication in the 19th 

century

 The imaginary is a necessary stage of the 

process of innovation



Depending on the scale of 

observation

 On a macro-social level, innovation is 

seen as a smooth curve (see the 

epidemiologic curve)

 On a micro-social level, innovation is 

seen as something rough, based on 

material and social constraints which 

organize room of maneuver

 On a micro-individual level, innovation is 

seen as a cognitive or emotional choice



Scale of observation: 

macro-scale

 The epidemiological 

curve

1943, The hybrid seed corn curve,

Ryan and Gross (E. Rogers, 1962)

From innovators to laggards

innovators

late majority

early adopters

early majority

laggards



Conclusion: on a micro-social 

scale of observation

 Innovation is seen as a social process

 Observation emphasizes “roughness”

 Social norms and codes

 Constraints of the social interplay among 

actors in the domestic space

 Adoption depends on

 the social position of actors

 strategy, structure, and effect of situation
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