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Introduction

Six years ago we initiated research with two communities that share characteristics
and ambitions with common community-centric sharing economy initiatives. We
studied how a recently formed organic food community established the tools and
platforms used to organize and support the community activities (Bødker et al.,
2016). In parallel, we interviewed members of a local hacker space on the same
topic (unpublished). Both communities were formed around a shared interest with
a strong orientation toward specific common values. The organic food community
wanted an alternative to buying organic food in supermarkets and organise buying
organic produce from local farmers and distributing this to the members. The key
values within the community are sustainable practices, volunteering and local
produce. The hacker space is an umbrella community hosting multiple groups in a
community space, e.g. people interested in the maker movement and fabrication,
the local open source community and hardware enthusiasts. The key values within
this community focus on various aspects of openness, ownership and community
in hardware and software (e.g. right to repair, copy-left, open source). Both
communities used a plethora of different tools (a community artifact ecology) that
was established and negotiated within the community based on identified needs
and familiarity. In the early stages of the research our driving questions revolved
around how and why specific technologies were appropriated within the
community. We hypothesised that communities forming around shared values
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would put the community values at the forefront when considering integrating and
appropriating new technologies, right?

This was not the case. Both communities had selected and relied heavily on
commercial and “free” technologies, e.g. CMS- or wiki-based websites, cloud
hosting, Facebook, Google Drive, email services,and their selection criteria were
closely connected with immediate needs, functionality, cost and familiarity. The
hacker space did not want to deal with the fuss of setting up an open source
self-hosted infrastructure and the organic food community weighed ease of use and
access over potential drawbacks from e.g. members not using Facebook. For us
this seems to run counter to our expectations, and it has remained somewhat of a
puzzle to us: Why do community values play a seemingly small and limited role in
decision processes related to appropriating various technologies? We speculate on
various reasons:

First, perhaps the general public are not necessarily aware of or even agree
with the premise that technology is not neutral and come with certain embedded
values and conceptions, cf discussions by Verbeek (2006) or Kranzberg (1986).

Second, perhaps there is a difference in how community-values are
conceptualised and articulated and then how values embedded in technologies are
experienced and articulable. For instance, unpacking the environmental impact of
a given information technology has proven very difficult (Harmon and Auseklism
2009), discussions on e.g. privacy and security provide similar challenges
(Shklovski et al., 2014).

Third, perhaps immediate needs and cost outweighs consequences and
overhead down the line. We posit that while technologies represent certain values
and design choices, the long term effects of using a technology that may be
inconsistent or in conflict with community values are perhaps too subtle and
inconsequential compared to the immediate benefit. Or they are negligible
compared to how e.g. organisation, resource and practice change.

Finally, perhaps there are very few technologies available that match the
community values. Hence, it is a choice between using information technologies
with potential implications and draw-backs or accepting non-use. This may lead to
technological apathy, e.g. in relation to social media and privacy (Hargittai and
Marwick, 2016).

In thinking about the above, we wish to direct attention with this position paper
is to look outside of the typical spaces CSCW and HCI are interested in to how
appropriation and development technology can otherwise be made. In
understanding technology choice and value negotiation, we speculate that there are



lessons to be learned from communities with strong stances toward technology,
such as the Amish communities in America.

Amish Communities and Technologies

Studies of Amish in HCI and technology literature are quite limited, and as such
our analysis depends significantly on the work of Wetmore (2007), who reported on
interviews with members of the Amish community and how they shape their society
through decisions about technology.

The Amish comprise many (relatively) small religious (Christian sect)
communities in the US, who “place great importance on values like humility,
equality, simplicity and community” (Wetmore, 2007, p. 12). There is a strength in
how they defend and shape what they do, and for our interest, how they shape their
decisions around technology, and Wetmore (2007, p. 21) ends their work restating
that “the Amish require that every technology they use not only conforms to, but
reinforces their tradition, culture, and religion”. One of these values is that of
being distinct from the rest of the surrounding society and the rest of the world.
Another is the value of engaging in physical labour, and using ones hands in a
craft. These together result in suspicion or distrust of the impact of automation on
the relationship between people and the work they do.

Where technologies that are ‘disruptive’ are seen as a positive within
stereotypes of silicon valley entrepreneurial circles, the potential for them to
disrupt “religion, tradition, communities or families” in Amish communities
means that “they are likely to prohibit it” (Wetmore, 2007, p. 14). As such, the
premise of technology as non-neutral and value-laden seems quite central to the
approach of Amish communities.

Wetmore (2007, p. 14) quote the work of Stoll and Stoll (1980), where an
Amish minister is quoted discussing the approach to new technology as attempting
to understand the impact it will have on all aspects of the Amish community life,
and also recognising that it is “not individual technologies that concern us, but the
total chain” (Stoll and Stoll, 1980, p. 16).

The rules of an Amish community are called the Ordnung. While not written,
they can be explained verbally, and demonstrated through practice. The Ordnung
does not change often, as opportunities to do so only happen twice a year, and
require a near 100% consensus to take effect. When a change is made, it is also
not a blanket statement allowing use of a technology, but rather imposing specific
conditions by which it is allowed. In the case of cars (Wetmore, 2007, p. 17)
reports that “some districts grant businesses special permission to lease a car, but
only if they agree to certain restrictions. Under no condition would an Amish person
be able to drive it; he or she must instead hire and be dependent upon an English
employee. A district may even prohibit parking the car near an Amish home to
decrease the temptation to use the car for trivial things.”

The relationship with the Amish communities to electricity is similarly
complicated. Where in homes it is disallowed, there are some circumstances where



it is required (e.g. to meet business regulations). In situations such as this, the
compromise seen by Wetmore (2007) is that a mix of local diesel generators and
battery operated equipment will be used, but they will not connect to the electrical
grid. The potential to be connected to an electricity grid – to be ‘connected’ to the
outside world – is strongly antithetical to their values.

Television seems to be used as a general barometer for technology that is
antithetical to keeping the outside world (and its distractions) from entering the
home. A similar reason is given regarding telephones, which, if inside a family
household, would be seen to bring the outside world in.

The tension with ‘the outside world’ for Amish communities is ever-present,
as they strive to be able to be disengaged, while also needing to maintain some
engagement. To remain economically viable and do business with people outside
Amish communities means being able to follow regulatory guidelines (in the case of
milk production), to have other people drive them places (such as the taxi services),
or to use electronic tools while being actively disconnected from the electrical grid
that is all around them. Where it seems necessary to use or do things that fall
outside of what is acceptable for Amish people, it seems like an acceptable to use
other solutions (e.g. non-Amish people doing particular tasks).

Discussion: Learning from the Amish?

We are indeed aware that there are significant differences with the kind of values
nurtured and shared among the Amish communities and then the values driving
various sharing economy initiatives – from the service driven sharing economy to
the community-driven initiatives. The same goes for the kind of technologies
discussed – cars and power tools are different than ICT platforms and
contemporary digital tools. However, we find the Amish case intriguing as case to
reflect over and a hint towards how to address the four points in the introduction.
The Amish community and their stance toward technology indicate that there are
common cases where technology and the values it represents can be in conflict
with the values of a community, and that it is possible to maintain an active and
value-oriented discussion of the implications in appropriating a given technology.
This does, however, require accepting the premise that technology is materialized
morality, as Verbeek (2006) would argue, and that these embedded values affect
(mediate) the activities and, over time, the core community values. Once accepting
this premise (and this might be the crux of the discussion), communities may
realise (if not already) that there is a choice when it comes to letting values guide
technology appropriation.

The biggest challenge, as we see it, is the gap between community values and
then analysing and conceptualising the value proposition (and embedded
assumptions) of a given technology. Traditional value-centric positions in CSCW
and HCI would advocate designing new systems based on values expressed and
developed with the community (e.g. Friedman et al. (2008) and Iversen et al.
(2010)). This work may offer insights on how to develop and nurture community



values, however, very little work has been done on developing analytical tools
applicable outside scholarly analysis and discussions within Science and
Technology Studies (SCOT and ANT) and perhaps design theory (e.g.
Krippendorff and Butter, 2008).

Now, the argument and analysis presented here is tentative at best. We look
forward to discussing what research and community initiatives might learn from
practices within the Amish community, if at all.
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