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This special issue of Networking Knowledge - Journal of the MeCCSA-PGN seeks to
explore how interpersonal relationships are mediated in contemporary contexts. Digital
technologies and the practices associated with them enable us to interact with our social
network of support in seemingly easy ways: we just need to use the touch of a finger on a
mobile phone screen to show that we care. It does, however, also take only the same effort
and the same fingertips to enact hate. Acts of disaffection, often crystallized as revenge,
originate, in nests and corners of intimacy (Bachelard 1958, p.XXXVII), and when
disseminated widely can be fatal'. Recently, acts of disaffection, or rather hate, - especially
against diffuse, imagined collectives such as “the refugees” - have also appeared in the
more public realms of forums, comments sections of online news, or social media feeds. A
perception of anonymity might result in ‘disinhibition effects’ (Suler 2004) and sometimes
quite extreme forms of hate speech (Gelber & McNamara 2016), which poses new
challenges for media education and online governance?.

Interrogating the pragmatics of mediated affect and disaffection is a necessity. In mediated
interpersonal relationships, the intimate and the emotional are often subjected to a set of
infrastructures, called affordances by others (Wright and Parchoma, 2011), as well as to set
of practices. The contributions that make up Together While Apart? highlight the emotive
dimension of mediated communication. The common thread of all contributions to this
issue is the focus on how relationships, intimacy, and (dis)affect are constituted and
negotiated through media.

The concept of mediation can be described as “a fundamental moment in the development
of communication as symbolic interaction: its passing through technologically-based
infrastructures of transmission and distribution (“‘media’’)” (Couldry/Hepp 2013: 197).
How mediation might also be transforming, moulding, or shaping communication and not
only “passing it through” is one of the key questions of media and communication studies.
Empirically, this question needs necessarily to be answered through contextual approaches

1 See a recent example “Italian Women commits suicide after sex tape goes viral” Huffington Post, 16. 9.
2016 http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/tiziana-cantone-video-italian-woman-commits-suicide-after-sex-
tape-goes-viral uk 57dbb21fe4b05d79136f23c5

2 See a recent initiative by the Council of Europe: https://www.nohatespeechmovement.org/
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that take cultural, social and technical factors into account. In Media and Communication
Studies, affect and intimacy have started to gain more relevance as research areas in their
own right.

Significant inquiries into contemporary mediations and the everyday have been carried out
by feminist scholars (Fortunati and Taipale, 2012; Hjorth and Lim, 2012; Rose, 2012).
Their investigations show the necessity of thinking beyond the dichotomy of public and
private when exploring contemporary contexts, processes, and experiences. New media
enable the emergence and management of various kinds of networked and imagined (boyd
2011), ambient, and intimate (Hjorth et al. 2012) publics. It is necessary to understand
practices of differentiation in regard to what is made visible to whom, who is included and
excluded in which publics, and how media structures are an intrinsic part of these practices.
‘Privacy’ is not a fixed entity; it is always practiced in relation to “publicness,” and has to
be understood as transforming in relation to publics and media (Wagner 2014, p. 124).
Today, perhaps more than ever, the personal is political.

Current constellations of people and their mediations navigate between social realms, and
the cracks opened by their flow requires an interdisciplinary approach, arguably
implemented by default by feminist and queer theory scholars. In Media Studies, a focus on
practices over the past ten years has shed some light upon everyday mediations and
mediations of the everyday (Postill 2010; Couldry & Hepp 2013; Lehmuskallio & Gomez-
Cruz 2016). Lines of inquiry centered on media practices are often about a sense -- a
feeling -- that is personal and intersubjective, as well as specific, and that is in constant
interplay with the technological conditions in which it arises.

Though the way we communicate with each other, and the way that media co-constitute our
relationships, have lately undergone definitive transformations, interpersonal
communication has a sustained genealogy of various material and technical mediations
(Milne 2010). With digital technologies, convergence, and social media platforms, and
through the resulting ubiquity and mobility of devices such as smartphones, the possibilities
of mediating relationships have expanded and been transformed. Recent empirical research
has identified further theoretical access points. Take, for example, Madianou’s study on
migrant mothers and their mediated communicative interactions with their children back
home. Hers is an important contribution to a relational understanding of new media as
‘polymedia’: “as an ‘integrated structure’ within which each individual medium or platform
is defined in relational terms in the context of all other media. In conditions of polymedia,
our emphasis shifts from a focus on the qualities of each particular medium as a discrete
technology, to an understanding of new media as an environment of affordances.”
(Madianou 2014, p. 670). The contributions in this journal explore how specific
constellations of relationships and media play out in cultural contexts. On one hand, this
collection highlights the need to understand the social relations, or conditions of
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sociability/socialization, underlying patterns and rules or habits of interaction. On the other
hand, media pragmatics also attend to specific techno-material rules and structures. Our aim
is to understand these intersections of intimacy, sociality, and digital media. How do
affordances of mediation relate to practices of the everyday and social life(s) in
contemporary times?

By featuring theoretical propositions alongside empirical studies on mediations of everyday
life, Together While Apart highlights how mediated interactions are nowadays entangled
with emotional processes of socialization and practices of connectivity. The contributions
integrate traditional approaches, such as ethnography, with innovative methods, such as the
visual essay. In their narratives there is an awareness of the temporal and the procedural in
emotional communication. From apps, to internet cafes, and monthsaries, the case studies
of this issue explore how users manage constellations of emotions, relationships and
mediations.

The importance of different kinds of relationship- and individuation processes transforms
and changes throughout the course of life, and so does the mediation of these practices.
Normative imaginations of who and how one should be as child, teen, young adult, or adult
come into play in relation to biographical experiences and developmental tasks (Paus-
Hasebrink 2010). We are happy to feature contributions that take these relationalities into
account in regard to very different life stages, from childhood (Frolova), to young
adulthood (Siilas), and young coupling (Abidin), to adulthood (Lee). These contributions
also feature research from a broad variety of cultural contexts: parenting in Britain,
backpacking Westerners in South-East-Asia, young coupling in Singapore, Trans-
experience in the US, the globally available app and video format Vine, and of course the
globally known heart-symbol, which French people apparently dislike.

The Collection

The collection of articles that make Together While Apart explores contemporary
mediations of interpersonal and (dis)affective relationships. Within the variety of contexts
analysed in this issue, the themes of the digital ephemeral and ubiquitous mediations of the
everyday resonate consistently and thoroughly. Intersections of privacies and publics are
examined alongside strategies of resistance, from attempts to archive the ephemeral
throughout the life course of relationships, to efforts to mediate everyday presence.

How deep is your love? At the heart of Carolina Cambre’s contribution is one of the best-
known and most-used emojis, the heart-symbol. In the form of a visual essay with
accompanying text, she discusses and shows various aspects of the little red sign: historical
iconographies, cultural contexts, and complex entanglements with the politics of affect.



Networking Knowledge 9(6) Together While Apart (Dec. 2016)

Contemporary relationships of affinity and (dis)affect are strongly based on actions, rather
than on norms and rules (Plummer, 2003). Interpersonal connections are endlessly
reworked by members of networks of social support (Gabb, 2008). The mediation of
everyday moments can thus be interpreted as a mechanism of affection and intimacy
disclosure (Jamieson, 1998). Recent empirical research has revealed how mechanisms of
(dis)affect, such as sending photographs via Whatsapp, a) connect individuals, b) evidence
pro-active behaviour, and c¢) give rise to places of (dis)affect (Prieto-Blanco, 2016).
Contemporary places of (dis)affect are digitally, both figuratively and literally, stretched.
They might also be users’ third places in Ray Oldenburg’s sense, namely an environment
that enables them to focus on experiences and relationships informally, allowing for social,
perhaps even intimate, interactions to take place (1989, p. 23). As Everiin Silas (in this
issue) suggests, non-places become spaces for mediated communication: “to calm worried
parents, make travel arrangements and cure their travel-time loneliness”.

Accessing and using various kinds of media is generally perceived as an important
developmental task, and a significant amount of research focuses on potential dangers that
media use might engender for children. The role of parents in enabling or restricting access
is an ever discussed topic. In her article, Ksenia Frolova focuses on potential factors that
motivate parents to encourage media use in younger children. A striking finding of her
work is the added value convergent digital media devices provide as easy-to-use
audiovisual interpersonal communication tools. Devices such as tablets, for example, allow
even very young children to Skype with their grandparents no matter where they are.
Parenting in its remote form remains an important practice also later on in life, as Everiin
Silas points out. In her study of the smartphone’s role in contemporary backpacking
practices, she states that what changes with growing up is not only owning a device, but
also being in control over when and where to go online and connect; as well as to decide
and curate what kind of connectivity one wants to establish with friends and family back
home. Not having connectivity at all, but “being offline” to improve the immersion into the
experience of being abroad and embedded in another culture, is another decision that some
of Silas’ respondents have taken.

Moving on to another stage in the course of life, that of young coupling, Crystal Abidin
discusses the ambivalence and arbitrary importance of a romantic ritual, the monthsary, in a
Singaporean context. She identifies vernacular meanings through internet folklore and
enactments of this ritual by microcelebrity couples, as well as affirmation and backlash
towards these practices. While monthsaries are a widely accepted and heteronormative
practice, Jamie Lee’s contribution deals with a more contested issue of discrimination. Her
work explores complex and often discriminated-against processes of becoming: “What kind
of transgender are you?”, is the question posed to interviewees for the Arizona Queer
Archives. The overlap of an intimate interview situation and the publicly available archive
are discussed in relation to different perceptions of what being trans can actually mean.
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Lee’s contribution already foregrounds how the moulding force of the camera frames and
constitutes the specific interview situation.

Filming is also a central element in Elke Rentemeister’s article on the ultra-short video
format and app ‘Vine’, which has recently been shut down. She analyses how para-social
interactions and intimacy are performed in specific Vine series, and how the format co-
constitutes specific forms of narrations and performing authenticity. Through the work of
Lee and Rentemeister, specific forms of mediations and the role software, symbols, and
algorithms might play, are addressed.

In our view, visual media are of particular relevance in practices of affective
communication (Prieto-Blanco & Schreiber forthcoming). They enhance communication in
a sense that they add a specific visual way of expressing meaning that goes beyond that
which can be expressed in terms of language (Burri 2012; Schreiber 2016). Cameras and
digital displays populate domestic settings around the world, allowing individuals to
visually mediate their everyday lives in ways that were unimaginable only a few decades
ago. Something can be shown and made visible - therefore, visual media may afford the
emergence of shared spaces of (social) co-presence and ambient intimacy (Prieto-Blanco,
2010; 2016). This becomes relevant in the contributions of strategic performance of couples
on instagram (Abidin), ultrashort videos (Rentemeister), oral history interviews with
transgender people (Lee), and the complex meaning- and affection-making of the heart
symbol (Cambre). Networked cameras and networked images (Lehmuskallio & Gomez-
Cruz 2016) have strongly affected contemporary practices of mediation and the
interpersonal relations thereby mediated. Contemporary mediations attend to constellations
of polymedia (Madianou 2014) as well as processes of remediation (Grusin & Bolter 2000)
and convergence (Jenkins 2004). This context allows users to activate affordances in the
service of (dis)affect and intimacy.

Finally, on a non-theoretical and more personal note, we would like to take the opportunity
and express our own affect and gratitude via this very specific medium of academic
publications: We would like to thank all the reviewers for their time and effort, their inputs
and criticism were essential to this issue!
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