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The Measured Life: Domesticity and the Monitor 
 

 

- From Latin monitor (“warner”), from perfect passive participle monitus 
(“warning”), from verb monere (“to warn, admonish, remind”) 

- noun; Someone who watches over something; a person in charge of something or 
someone 

- noun; (computing) A device similar to a television set used as to give a graphical 
display of the output from a computer 

 

 

The principal argument for monitoring can be stated in a single sentence: You cannot 

recognize, understand, improve or maintain what you do not or cannot measure. The 

ability to measure is seen as a necessity in contemporary society and is typically regarded 

as an activity that we need to maintain our well-being and the quality of our lives. The 

modern house is no longer defined spatially; by the kitchen, dining room or living room; 

it is instead defined by its machinery. The thresholds of domestic space are no longer the 

walls, doors and windows, but the screens through which we observe external realities 

and in turn publish our personalities through. Devices such as the monitor allow the 

private domain of the home to become tainted by external influences through the 

instantaneous transmission of information, eroding our typical understanding and modes 

of domesticity. Home computers and television sets, which allow one to interact with, or 

witness in real-time events, which occur beyond the physical threshold of the home, are 

often considered as domestic technology or part of the domestic media ensemble. In the 

time of handwriting and of the printing press, all forms of writing are bound up in a 

symbolic realm, where everyday speech was transcribed by notation. Technological 

media, in contrast, contain the ability to select, store, and produce physical realities 

themselves. 

 

This paper will explore how the physical and social realities of domestic life can be 

altered in relation to the domestic media ensemble, discussing the impacts, obligations 

and new means of comprehension that occur as a consequence of saturating the domestic 

interior with monitors of the exterior. This paper is inscribed within the theory of 
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technological determinism; the belief that social progress is driven by technological 

innovation, which in turn follows an ‘inevitable’ course 1. 

 

In order to understand the impacts of the monitor within a context of home life, the 

family and family relationships, it is necessary to understand the social and physical 

environment of home life. The domestic sphere (from Latin domesticus, from domus 

(“house, home”)) is a multigenerational world where people seek security, intimacy, 

support and protection. It is often seen as a sanctuary not only for family life, but for all 

the values associated with civilization. The fourth cardinal virtue of a true woman, as 

outlined in Barbara Welter’s influential essay The Cult of True Womanhood 1820-1860, 

is domesticity. Welter stated that a woman’s proper sphere was the home where a wife 

created a refuge for her husband and children 2. The use of the expression true woman to 

describe a new ideal in the 19th century reflects the contemporary importance of 

distinguishing and restricting women's role. In reference to this, an untrue woman would 

essentially be one who acted like a man, rejecting domesticity to seek a fortune outside it. 

Rendell suggests that the most persuasive representation of gendered space is the 

paradigm of ‘separate spheres’, an operational and hierarchical system consisting of a 

dominant public male realm of production (the city) and a subordinate private female one 

of reproduction (the home) 3. The implicit qualities of domestic life are the consequence 

of separation. The interfaces that mediate the gap between the internalized reality of the 

home and its counterpart, the city, allow for variations of separation. To be at this 

interface is to empathically participate in the dialectic of being at home yet with a sense 

of reach, to have a refuge and a prospect 4. 

 

The Electronic Hearth 

 

In common historic and modern usage, a hearth is a brick or stone lined fireplace or oven 

often used for cooking and heating. For centuries, the hearth was considered an integral 

part of a home and functioned as a spatial ordering device, around which the furniture 

would be organized and the rituals of daily life would transpire. The nature of the 

relationship between the family and the hearth was reciprocal and cooperative; it was a 
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feature that required continual maintenance and preservation in order for the desired 

effect to be achieved. Fire has always been a symbolic and dichotomous element; an 

agent of destruction and chaos that concurrently banishes darkness, bringing warmth and 

purification. With the establishment of central heating in the mid 20th century the 

significance of the hearth as a medium, shifted from being a participatory form of 

‘technology’ to something merely ornamental. Fire, therefor, was stripped of its palliative 

value within the domestic domain. 

 

The television set has become the modern equivalent of the hearth, in relation to the 

spatial and ritualistic authority that it embodies, within the context of home. The 

etymology of the word has a mixed Latin and Greek origin, meaning “far sight”: Greek 

tele, far, and Latin visio, sight (from video, vis- to see, or to view in the first person). 

However, Television does not function on a reciprocal basis and has been cast as a tool 

for one-way conversation, where the networks and creators provide content and the 

audience passively accepts. The one-way transmission of selected information is 

administered by an external authority that decides when it will be presented and in what 

form.  

 

Television as an organizer of domestic time 

 
“Everybody sits indoors in front of the TV with a dead stare.   
There is nothing in the streets but cats, dogs and the odd parked car.  
She peers in at the windows and whistles but nobody can hear   
for the TV and its laughter and uproar and gunfire.   
There is no other sign of life…”  
 
- Ted Hughes, Nessie the Mannerless Monster 5 
 

Harold Innis analyzed how different media relate to space and time: space-binding media 

extend influence and meanings over distances, helping to develop unity across space; 

while time-binding media influence cultural patterns in duration. In this section I will 

address how the television can change the balance of time in the domestic setting. 

Television functions through the temporal means of transmission. In telecommunications, 
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transmission is the process of sending and propagating an analogue or digital information 

signal over a physical transmission medium. A single transmission is the sending of a 

signal with limited duration. Time is characterized by the fact that it elapses. We 

experience this most profoundly when we experience death, this deep caesura in time that 

can by no means be reversed. Transmissions are scheduled along an axis of time and are 

inclined to relate, in content, to the established habitual modes of the common man or 

woman. Domestic life works around schedules, such as the waking of inhabitants, the exit 

from the home to the place of work and vice versa and the preparation and eating of 

meals. If aspects of a perceived reality, depicted through a transmission are ‘framed’ to 

make them more salient in communicating 6, and this transmission mediates interaction 

within the home, then the risk is that this environment, itself, will become a ‘framed’ one. 

If the domestic schedule functions in correlation and become paralleled with that of the 

common transmission, the danger is that domestic life is to become a regularized and 

collective pursuit, rather than an internalized mode, individual to each household.  

 

The domestic realm can be characterized by its inherent theatricality. The isolated 

confines of the home can be understood as a private stage; a social practice ground, safe 

from the mechanical capitalist time of economy outside. It is the environment in which 

role-play becomes paramount in establishing proficiency in interaction. Role-playing 

refers to the changing of one’s behavior to assume a role, either unconsciously to fill a 

social role, or consciously to act-out an adopted role. Innis theorized that the conditions 

of freedom of thought are in danger of being destroyed by technology through the 

mechanization of knowledge 7. The home is a realm in which the paternal figure, the 

mother, the father, or the older sibling, imparts a didactic knowledge base upon those 

who are younger. Television monopolizes experience through the output of rational 

knowledge, serving to erode any experience of home that is engendered through 

discourse. 

Through questioning what can be encountered and revealed by a philosophical reflection 

of play, Krämer reveals that it is the phenomenon and notion of reversibility, stating that 

symbolic action, particularly the use of linguistic signs opens up this world 8. The most 

basic experience in human existence is the irreversibility of the flow of time, however, 
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technology provides a means of channeling this irreversibility because in media 

technology time itself becomes one of several variables that can be manipulated 9. 

Television delivers simulated and represented events, divorced from the mechanic time of 

domesticity, which when played back into the physical limits of the home, have the 

power to construct a mirror-scene in real-time. Additional to the idea that television has 

the technology to reconstruct time, the medium requires absolute multi-sensory 

recognition, requiring the user to be divorced from real-time and to remain adherent in 

motionless. The medium, thus, undermines the very notion of domestic role-play, which 

relies unconditionally on the theatricality of movement and response.   

The television has been embraced as a form of furnishing, akin to a painting on a wall or 

a set of dining room furniture. It is understood that furnishings and momentos can play a 

major role in communication of identity and status and help take possession of space by 

reflecting peoples lives; travels, experiences, places lived and family ties. These 

momentos embody the past and are part of the future communicated to the next 

generation 10. However, the inherent constancy of transmissions overrules the possibility 

of the television set becoming imbued with temporal or nostalgic significance because the 

hyper-material content is continually updated by a source external to the home. 

Rothenberg’s statement, that ‘digital information lasts forever, or five years, whichever 

comes first’ 11, highlights the inherent temporal instability of digital information. If there 

is truth to the notion that patterns of experience and behavior within the home stabilize 

over time, then the television acts as a medium of destabilization within this domain.  

 

Television as an organizer domestic of space 

 

All actions take place in multiple and overlapping spaces, built spaces, geo- graphical 

spaces, political spaces, personal spaces, spaces that extend inward to the innermost 

spaces of our bodies, and outward through rooms, buildings, cities, nations and beyond, 

spaces that extend across biological, physical and social processes 12. There is an 

important distinction to be made between conceptual space and lived space. Conceptual 

space is abstract, geometric, and objectively measured, a kind of context or ether within 
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which places, people, and things exist. Lived space, by contrast, is the pre conceptual and 

meaningful spatial experience of what phenomenologists call “being-in-the-world” 13. 

Merleau-Ponty argues that space is not the setting in which things are arranged, but the 

means whereby the positing of things becomes possible, “It is a certain possession of the 

world by my body, a gearing of my body to the world ... a pact, which gives me the 

enjoyment of space and gives to things their direct power over my body” 14. Television is 

a mono-directional medium, which requires a point in space from which to project visual 

and audio output. A painting that hangs on a wall is similarly mono-directional medium, 

requiring the body to organize a perspective around it. An audio player, however, projects 

an audio frequency and is essentially omni-directional in relation to space. Sound 

frequencies propagate from the source radially, constructing an experiential zone with a 

given circumference that shrinks or expands in relation to volume. Both the painting and 

the audio player accelerate and choreograph movement in space, the television, however, 

through the projection of the moving image, makes the space surrounding it static.  

Attention is a vital component in the way we experience and interact with space. Physical 

environments in which we take actions channel, block or amplify our attention with 

walls, windows, doors and furniture as well as with written or spoken texts, images, 

sounds and the technologies through which they are delivered 15. All social interaction in 

the home has its basis in giving, getting and displaying attention and these processes are 

enacted within the functional spaces that comprise the domain. The television insists 

upon the rearrangement of domestic objects towards a given center, a physical assertion 

that directs the inhabitants’ attention. Dovey sates, many people are more at home among 

their own ‘disorder’ than within someone else’s ‘order’ 16 suggesting that personal 

perspectives and emotional perceptions will differ greatly from when a dweller resides in 

the place that they define as their home to when they are situated in someone else’s. 

However if the television acts as the primary ordering mechanism within individual 

households, then the order created is likely to be almost nearly identical in each instance; 

for the authority of spatial order that the television processes is unconditional.  
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Domestic Voyeurism 

 

Reality television is a television programming genre that presents purportedly unscripted 

melodramatic situations, documents actual events, and features ordinary people instead of 

professional actors. The genre exploded as a phenomenon with the success of the 

television series Big Brother, the name originating from George Orwell’s novel, Nineteen 

Eighty-Four. The basic premise of the program is that people live together in a large 

house isolated from the outside world. Camera shooting and footage editing give the 

viewer the impression that they are passive observers following people going about their 

daily personal and professional activities.  

In this sense the monitor is analogous to the window of the home and the format permits 

the production of programming that satisfies both overt and subliminal voyeuristic 

tendencies 17. Calvert defines mediated voyeurism as the “consumption of revealing 

images of and information about others’ apparently real and unguarded lives, often yet 

not always for purposes of entertainment but frequently at the expense of privacy and 

discourse, through the means of the mass media” 18. The notion of voyeurism is 

paramount to the gratification that reality television awards the viewer. Dovey argues that 

the phenomenon of privacy, like that of home, is not so much a place as a dialectical 

process of being in contact and being out of contact with others 19. In connection with 

this, Altman argues,  “Privacy Mechanisms define the limits and boundaries of the self. 

When the permeability of those boundaries is under the control of a person, a sense of 

individuality develops” 20. The monitor functions as a one-way privacy mechanism 

within the domestic setting; a place of autonomy and power 21, and is divorced from the 

increasingly heteronomous world where others make the rules. Reality television comes 

with a unique promise of contact with reality, but at the same time it promises a secure 

distance 22. The television, therefore, is a device that determines the dialectics of power 

and control within the household through the watching others with an absolute conviction 

that you, yourself, are not being watched. In witnessing the hardship of its participants, 

we in turn celebrate our domestic comforts; the sadistic of essence reality television can 

thus conversely heighten contentment within the stable domestic surrounds. 
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Baudrillard suggests that reality shows are only side effects and that if the level of reality 

decreases from day to day it is only because the medium itself has passed into life 23. 

According to Baudrillard, Hyperreality is created through a process of simulation in 

which images of reality are turned into simulacra, copies that are so powerful that they 

erase the original. Through witnessing a ‘framed’ reality that purports to be ‘actual’ 

reality the viewer is taking part in, and bearing witness to a process seemingly organic 

which in fact may be actually artificially constructed. Through watching participants 

sleep, converse, cook, clean and wash, within the confines of a home, where these 

activities comprise the ritual structure of domesticity, this structure becomes disturbed. 

McLuhan argued that the planet has become enclosed in a manmade environment that 

ends ‘Nature’ and turns the globe into a repertory theater to be programmed 24. The 

depiction of domestic ‘realism’ within the home undermines the notion of home as a 

private territory, in which the cast of family members constructs an order, specific to each 

domain. In reality television, the cast develop social relationships in real time. Although 

this time can be catalogued and compressed to summarize action with a chronological 

period, the depiction is distinct from that of the film, where scenes are separated by 

lapses of indeterminate length. As time is a consistent force within the hyperreal world of 

reality television and the real world of the home, the characters portrayed can be readily 

personified within this environment.   

Broadcast technologies by definition bring some of the outside world into the domicile 

and reduce the need for families and individuals to venture into that world. Technology is 

only one context in which the boundary of home exists and operates. Social trends, 

cultural values, economics and politics are just some of the other factors that 

contextualize this boundary. If we continue to surrender our domestic environments to 

the seductive power of mass media and the luminous eyes of the television then our 

perception of what it means to be truly ‘at home’ will eventually be lost amongst an array 

of conflicting symbols and signs. At its inception television set provided a new domestic 

interface, saturating the domain with external influences previously exclusive to another 

place. The medium gears the bodies of the household to it, and indirectly, the world 

outside, rather than to one another. Through devices such as the monitor most of us have 

engaged in voyeurism from one extent to the other. What is unnerving is that this 
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behavior is progressively encouraged from the comfort of our own homes. In essence, the 

monitor has pushed us beyond the panopticon where the public has become big brother 
25. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   11	  

References 
 
1 Smith, M. R. and Marx, L. eds. (1994) Does Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological 
Determinism. Cambridge: MIT Press p. 38 
2 Welter, B The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860 (American Quarterly, Vol. 18, No. 2, Part 1.1966) p. 
151-174 
3 Rendell, J. (200) Gender, Space Rendell, Penner, and Borden p. 103. 
4 Appleton, J. (1975) The experiment of landscape London: Wiley 
5 Hughes, T. (1964) Nessie the Mannerless Monster, Faber & Faber 
6 Entman, R.M. (1993) Framing: Towards Clarification of a Fractured Paradign. Journal of 
Communication, 43(4) p.52 
7 Innis, H. A., & Drache, D. (1995). Staples, Markets, and Cultural Change: 
Selected Essays (Centenary ed.). Montreal ; Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University Press. 
8 Krämer, S (2005) Die Welt, ein Spiel? Über die Spielbewegung als Umkehrbarkeit. In: Deutsches 
Hygiene- Museum (ed.): Spielen. Zwischen Rausch und Regel. Ostfildern-Ruit p. 15 
9 Krämer S. (2004) The Cultural Techniques of Time Axis Manipulation: On Friedrich Kittler's Conception 
of Media. In: Theory, Culture & Society, No. 23:7-8 p. 96 
10 Rapoport, A (1985) Thinking about Home Environments: A Conceptual Framework in Altman, I and 
Werner, C.M. (eds.), Home Environments, New York and London: Plenum Press, 255-286.   
11 Rothenberg, J. (1995) Ensuring the Longevity of Digital Documents. Scientific American, 272, 42-48. 
12 Scollon, R. (2001), Mediated Discourse: The Nexus of Practice. London: Routledge - (2005), The 
rhythmic integration of action and discourse: Work, the body, and the earth, in S. Norris and R. Jones 
(eds), Discourse in Action: Introducing Mediated Discourse Analysis. London: Routledge, pp. 20–31. 
13 Dovey, K. (1985) Home and Homelessness: Introduction, Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner eds. 
Home Environments. Human Behavior and Environment: Advances in Theory and Research. Vol 8. New 
York: Plenum Press p.2 
14 Merleau-Ponty, M. (2005) Phenomenology of Perception, London: Routledge p. 224 
15 Jones, R. H. (2010) Cyberspace and physical space: Attention structures in Computer Mediated 
Communication in Semiotic Landscapes, London: Bloomsbury p. 153 
16 Dovey, K. (1985) Home and Homelessness: Introduction, Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner eds. Home 
Environments. Human Behavior and Environment: Advances in Theory and Research. Vol 8. New York: 
Plenum Press p.4 
17 Papacharissi, Z., & Mendelson, A. L. (2007). An exploratory study of reality appeal: Uses and 
gratifications of reality TV shows. Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 51(2), p. 357 
18 Calvert, C. (2000). Voyeur Nation: Media, Privacy, and Peering in Modern Culture. Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press p. 23 
19 Dovey, K. (1985) Home and Homelessness: Introduction, Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner eds. 
Home Environments. Human Behavior and Environment: Advances in Theory and Research. Vol 8. New 
York: Plenum Press p.11 
20 Altman, I. (1975) The environment and social behavior. Monterey, Calif.: Brooks/Cole 
21 Dovey, K. (1985) Home and Homelessness: Introduction, Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner eds. 
Home Environments. Human Behavior and Environment: Advances in Theory and Research. Vol 8. New 
York: Plenum Press p.10 
22 Arlid, F. (2002) Reality TV in the Digital Era: A Paradox in Visual Culture? In Reality Squared: 
Televisual Discourse on the Real. New Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press. 
23 Baudrillard, J. (1997). Art and Artefact. New York: SAGE p. 20 
24 McLuhan, M. and Watson, W (1970). From Cliché to Archetype. New York: Viking Press p. 9-10 
25 Baudrillard, J. (2005). Dust Breeding in The Conspiracy of Art New York: Semiotext(e). p. 182 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   12	  

Bibliography 
 
 
Altman, I. (1975) The environment and social behavior. Monterey, Calif.: Brooks/Cole 
 
Appleton, J. (1975) The experiment of landscape London: Wiley 
 
Arlid, F. (2002) Reality TV in the Digital Era: A Paradox in Visual Culture? In Reality Squared: Televisual 
Discourse on the Real. New Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press 
 
Baudrillard, J. (1997). Art and Artefact. New York: SAGE  
 
Baudrillard, J. (2005). Dust Breeding in The Conspiracy of Art New York: Semiotext(e). 
 
Calvert, C. (2000). Voyeur Nation: Media, Privacy, and Peering in Modern Culture. Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press 
 
Dovey, K. (1985) Home and Homelessness: Introduction, Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner eds. Home 
Environments. Human Behavior and Environment: Advances in Theory and Research. Vol 8. New York: 
Plenum Press 
 
Entman, R.M. (1993) Framing: Towards Clarification of a Fractured Paradign. Journal of 
Communication 
 
Innis, H. A., & Drache, D. (1995). Staples, Markets, and Cultural Change: 
Selected Essays (Centenary ed.). Montreal ; Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University Press. 
 
Jones, R. H. (2010) Cyberspace and physical space: Attention structures in Computer Mediated 
Communication in Semiotic Landscapes, London: Bloomsbury  
 
Krämer S. (2004) The Cultural Techniques of Time Axis Manipulation: On Friedrich Kittler's Conception 
of Media. In: Theory, Culture & Society 
 
Krämer, S (2005) Die Welt, ein Spiel? Über die Spielbewegung als Umkehrbarkeit. In: Deutsches Hygiene- 
Museum (ed.): Spielen. Zwischen Rausch und Regel. Ostfildern-Ruit  
 
McLuhan, M. and Watson, W (1970). From Cliché to Archetype. New York: Viking Press 
 
Merleau-Ponty, M. (2005) Phenomenology of Perception, London: Routledge 
 
Papacharissi, Z., & Mendelson, A. L. (2007). An exploratory study of reality appeal: Uses and 
gratifications of reality TV shows. Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media 
 
Rapoport, A (1985) Thinking about Home Environments: A Conceptual Framework in Altman, I and 
Werner, C.M. (eds.), Home Environments, New York and London: Plenum Press 
 
Rendell, J. (200) Gender, Space Rendell, Penner, and Borden 
 
Rothenberg, J. (1995) Ensuring the Longevity of Digital Documents. Scientific American 272 
 
Scollon, R. (2001), Mediated Discourse: The Nexus of Practice. London: Routledge 
 
Smith, M. R. and Marx, L. eds. (1994) Does Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological 
Determinism. Cambridge: MIT Press 
 



	   13	  

Welter, B The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860 (American Quarterly, Vol. 18, No. 2, Part 1.1966)  
 


