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RAUL PERTIERRA

Are the Youngsters Taking Over?
The Second Modernity and the
Digital Generation

We are currently entering a new cultural phase. While it is
difficult to predict exactly its important features, a major
component is the increasing youthification of culture. In an
age of digital and limitless reproduction, the youth provide
the most appropriate images for this cultural phase. What has
brought this cultural shift about and what are its implications
for society and culture? Why are the new technologies of
communication so attractive to the young? Is an increase
in agency for its users the main attraction? Is this agentic
increase “real” and authentic or does it lead its users into a
world of simulacra? This increase in human agency leads to a
growing unpredictability of the future, including relationships
with non-human subjects.
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INTRODUCTION
We are in the midst of a generational takeover.

Most authors ... scramble for concepts to label, classify, claim
and tame. ... the Digital Generation, ingeneration, net Geners,
Generation Upload, and Generation C (where C stands for
Content). Such terms are generally used for people born after
the early 1990s who grew up after the fall of the Berlin Wall
(1989) and the proclaimed end of the Cold War (1991), after
the Tiananmen Square protests and subsequent massacre in
China (1989), after the release of Nelson Mandela (1990) and
the end of Apartheid in South Africa (1994), after the end
of military regimes and dictatorships across Latin America
(Argentina, 1983; Brazil, 1985; Suriname, 1988; Chile, 1990) as
well as after the introduction of the World Wide Web and the
digital mobile phone in 1990. (Deuze et al. 20123, 8)

This quote associates generational identity, regime change,
authoritarian rule, racial and political liberation with the introduction
of the World Wide Web and the mobile phone. It would be wrong to
claim a causal relationship but their close affinity cannot be denied.
They announce the end of a regime and the birth of another. This
transformation indicates the shift from the analog to the digital world.
Whereas the analog world is based on physical time (e.g. solar, lunar
or diurnal), digital time is pure artifact. Its relationship to the physical
world is mediated by complex symbols rather than perceived changes.
Digital reality is not out there waiting to be discovered but instead has
to be decoded or deconstructed. While our perceptions of the world are
analogical, the digital world is algorithmic. (The first is Aristotelian/
Newtonian, the second is relativistic, post-ontological).

While the world is still dominated by seniors, it is the younger
generation that determines its zeitgeist. The generation of the 1990s
is the first not to have directly experienced the major achievements
of the first modernity. Inventions such as standard time, artificial
lighting, moving pictures, the motor car and electronic media had been
well established in the previous generations. Members of the digital
generation have no recollection of life before television and find it
difficult to imagine organizing daily routines without the cellphone
and Facebook. The first modernity was characterized by industrial
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production, the second modernity by the revolution in communication.

The first modernity (1880-1940) generated a public sphere
dominated by the nation-state with its fixed borders and a national
economy. The private sphere was controlled by the patriarchal family
and the role of women was confined to the home and childrearing. In
contrast, the second modernity (1970-2018) contraposes the individual
against the global. I belong in the intervening period (1941), a time of
relative affluence and full employment in the West marked by a growing
awareness of an individual’s rights in the spheres of race, sexuality and
employment. The growing influence of popular culture (film, music,
radio and television) generated a more segmented consumer market
based on gender, generation, race and class. Consumption became the
primary concern of governmentality (A. Pertierra 2017) accompanied
by a demographic shift from rural to urban areas. Urbanity replaced the
gentilities of rural society. The old regime was coming to an end even as
members of my generation were largely unaware of its replacement. But
the growing demands of women and minorities, sexual liberation and
post-coloniality indicated that the world was changing significantly.
'This was marked in the Philippines by the growing importance of teen
culture indicated by the visit of the Beatles to Manila in 1966, causing
teenage mania. The phase between childhood and adulthood generated
a new consumer market closely associated with the exponential growth
of popular culture.

In the second modernity (1970-2018), individual rights override
the family and intimacy dominates everyday life (Giddens 1992).
While globalization was earlier seen mainly in economic and political
terms, it is now primarily cultural (which explains its current populist
rejection). The borders of the nation-state are more porous as people
move in search of new opportunities. International institutions such as
the World Bank and the United Nations now shape national economies
and politics. Popular culture permeates all areas of the world. Rap may
have started in the black neighborhoods of New York but is now found
in Kabul and Cubao. In addition, we are becoming increasingly aware
of our own intervention in nature. The age of anthropocene locates
humans as the prime actors in the social and natural worlds (Latour
2014). As Luhmann (1998) has argued, modernity is a perspective that
distinguishes functional unity from its environment. While modernity
is increasingly reflective, it realizes that reflectivity sets limits for
understanding itself. It is autopoetic and cannot comprehend itself as
both observer and observed.
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'The first and the second modernities were shaped by demographic
declines (Ochiai and Hosoya 2012). The first resulted in the rise of
child-centered families with a strong gender division of labor—men
went out to work while women stayed home, housework became unpaid
labor (1880-1940). Marriage and long term relationships became the
norm. The family and domestic matters were the center of private life,
while the state and civil society attended to collective rights. The family
wage was introduced in Australia in 1905, indicating the centrality
of patriarchy for domestic reproduction. The second demographic
decline and an increased need for consumption, forced women to enter
the workforce resulting in the de-housewification of gender and the
introduction of effective contraception (1940-1960). Women’s bodies,
hitherto under patriarchal family control, became part of the public
sphere. The weakening of former family structures due to increasing
divorce rates, a rise of de-facto relationships and more liberal sexual
norms resulted in the emancipation of the individual from the control
of the patriarchal family.

THE SECOND MODERNITY

Rapid change often causes fear and insecurity. We seem to be in the
midst of a new moral panic—social media is its prime suspect and
falsehoods its main offense. Boundaries of all sorts are being breached
giving rise to notions of post-truths and alternative facts. These
indicate that a cognitive and communicative divide has been created
where distinct ontologies operate. Incommensurabilities between these
realities are overcome by using appropriate algorithms. Corresponding
codes allow one to navigate these different worlds.

Coming into full swing with the communication revolution—
whose zeitgeist is characterized in the generation of the 1990s, this
second modernity (1970-2018) is characterized by the globalization
of everyday life and the transformation of the sphere of intimacy
(Giddens 1992).The rapid acceptance of mobile phones and the rise of
social media generated a private sphere with open and direct access to
the public sphere. Moreover, this private-public interaction is centered
on individuals and networks rather than earlier collectivities such as
the family and locality. Civil society, including the state has expanded
into the private sphere. The universal declaration of human rights
applies across national boundaries.
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According to Ochiai (2012):

In Western Europe and North America, laws and systems
that presume that the individual, not the family, is the unit of
society are being codified; these laws and systems are based
on the idea that individuals should not be treated differently
according to their choices of lifestyles, including the choice
whether to have a family or not. (10)

While these changes are not yet fully implemented in the
Philippines, we can recognize their influence in the increasing
acceptance of the rights of members of the LGBT community,
including their representation in congress. Media reports of the
wedding of Rosanna Roces (a popular media star) to her lesbian
partner caused hardly a whisper of scandal. The recent announcement
of the engagement of Tim Yap (socialite) to his male partner followed
the conventional procedure of heterosexual couples. While these
examples involve media personalities known for their unconventional
attitudes, they reflect significant changes in the acceptance of
the rights of individuals to determine their own life choices. 'The
recent implementation of reproductive rights, over the objections
of the Catholic Church but expressing the wishes of the majority
of Filipinos, is yet more evidence that we are moving towards a
transformation of intimacy from the private to the public sphere. This
transformation of intimacy has been greatly expanded by the new
media. It is now almost impossible to monitor the behavior of the
young in their use of cellphones and social media. The latest research
(Rasmussen 2018) reveals that sexting (sex-texting) is increasingly
common among the youth. The question is: has technology merely
facilitated this transformation or has the technology itself created the
intimacy?

DIGITAL RELATIONSHIPS

The following is a typical texting exchange involving strangers

(translated from Tagalog).

Richard: A good person is hard to find, hard to lose, and
impossible to forget. That’s you! (original in English) Thanks.

Are the Youngsters Taking Over? m



Gemmalyn: Who'’s this? You must have sent your message to
the wrong number. | don’t know the number that registered
in my cellphone. But it’s ok, | like your message anyway.
(Pertierra 2010, 171)

This exchange quickly took a more intimate theme, by the
second day:

Richard: | feel so special every time you remember me. | feel
so complete when | know that you’re there for me. | feel so
blessed because you’re so nice to me. So please stay and be
my friend forever (original in English).

Gemmalyn: Your message is so nice, I’'m already falling in
love with you. | also have this message for you.
(Ibid.)

Richard and Gemmalyn continued this text relationship over
several weeks. They made plans to meet but it never happened. This
example indicates the facility for developing close, albeit digital,
relationships with strangers. Filipinos readily exchange intimate
greetings through texting. These exchanges are often framed using
English adages or literary quotations that allow interlocutors to
broach embarrassing topics. While text messages appear spontaneous,
their form usually follows a prescribed pattern. Apart from ritualistic
greetings, the adages or quotations often introduce the flow of the
exchange, culminating in expressions of love and sexual interest. The
relationship may remain virtual or result in actual meetings (“eyeball”).
New friendships and even marriage proposals are often initiated
through texting. A recent documentary (“Ixt before Marriage”)
discussed relationships culminating in marriage conducted entirely
through texting. (R. Pertierra 2006)

While I am not claiming that most texting exchanges follow this
pattern, its prevalence is undeniable. While technology may be seen
as a tool for facilitating desired goals, its use also transforms its users.
Technologically mediated relationships not only allow for expanded
friendships but also shape such friendships in fundamental ways.
Holding a gun transforms a normally mild person into a potential
killer. Material objects enter into the definition of self—an insight
well known in the world of marketing. As Miller (1997) has argued,
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we are the sum of our possessions and technology has become one of
our most prized possessions.

“As she changes jobs, moves between places, and makes her choices
in cultural consumption, one human being may turn out to construct a
cultural repertoire which in its entirety is like nobody else’s.” (Hannerz
1993, 105) In this case, culture becomes individualized, combining
actual and virtual elements. One can now choose, given the appropriate
circumstances, a particular lifestyle from a broad range of available
ones, from eating preferences (vegetarianism), sexual practices (gay,
bi or asexual), religious beliefs (Mormonism or Marxism), body
shapes (Apothemnophilia) and the forms of death (euthanasia). These
cultural options are problematic for earlier modes that require uniform
standards or singular identities.

While culture had previously been seen as providing its members
with a set of limited choices, present-day culture offers us a wide range
of choices, involving combinations of our own making. The latest issue
of National Geographic (January 2017) offers its readers a choice of
seven gender identities (intersex non-binary, transgender female, bi-
gender, transgender male, androgynous, male, female). These identities
involve distinct performances, affiliations and orientations. Identities
can morph from one set to another and revert to earlier forms. Some
involve gender reassignment surgery while others only require a
readjustment in behavior and orientation. We have become both the
authors and designers of our own lives. (Myerhoft 1978)

One can now more readily appreciate why the new media
technology may give rise to fears of a loss of a previous way of life.
Rather than following a path clearly indicated in a cultural role, the
new dispensation allows one to shape and redirect its fulfillment—
even Pia Wurtzbach (Miss Universe 2016) advices us to follow our
own dreams. What is the source of this personal agency? While we
may want to construct our own image, how do we compel others to
accept our self-image? Facebook is a prime example of constructing
one’s image but is dependent on the acceptance of our Facebook

friends. Bauman purports (2016):

The question of identity has changed from being something
you are born with to a task: you have to create your own
community. . . . The difference between a community and a
network is that you belong to a community, but a network
belongs to you. You feel in control. You can add friends if you
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wish, you can delete them if you wish. You are in control of
the important people to whom you relate. People feel a little
better as a result, because loneliness, abandonment, is the
great fear in our individualist age.

Other researchers (Marche 2012; Turkle 2012) argue that the
new media, while connecting us to more people, results in greater
social isolation. The new media shifts social ties from the corporeal
(face-to-face) to the virtual. This shift is not necessarily less social but
definitely less consociational. As culture becomes more differentiated
and consumer choices more varied, lifestyles become individualized.
The new technology may assist in connecting individualized lifestyles
along new axes other than kinship, locality or consociation. This may
explain why users of the new media tend to have more non-kin as well
as non-familiars in their networks. (Hampton et al. 2009)

On the other hand, other scholars laud the advantages of the new
communications media and even claim that a new era has dawned. Is
the difference between the first modernity and the second modernity
simply one of emphasis or does it involve a qualitative change? Is
the generation of the 1990s whose members take for granted living
with the internet and the mobile phone fundamentally difterent from
their parents and grandparents who had themselves also experienced
disruptive epochs such as the First and Second World Wars and the
end of colonialism? Or were these disruptions simply the end of the
first modernity.

TECHNOLOGICALLY MEDIATED WORLD

Aside from these new digital relationships, the second modernity
involves new economic, political,and cultural transformations. Markets,
politics and culture now transcend national borders. Globalization
creates new structures requiring a view of the world as a synchronic
entity (e.g. digital time). A global consciousness re-examines local
cultures and reveals their flaws and limitations. Culture itself is seen as
contentious, arbitrary, hegemonic and incomplete. A new global civil
society has replaced an earlier one and it now impinges directly onto
individuals.

'This intrusion of the global into the local often generates a conflict
of norms. A recent example involved the killing of a dog in an Indie film.
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Many Filipinos, following global standards against cruelty to animals,
protested and demanded the film’s exclusion from the Metro Manila
Film Festival. However, dog meat is a common delicacy in many parts
of the country and in some regions may even be seen as constituting an
essential part of ethnic culture. Levy (2011) argues: “I would therefore
claim that we are approaching the dawn of a new civilization whose
explicit aim will be to perfect collective human intelligence, that is to
say, to pursue indefinitely the process of emancipation into whose path
language has thrown us.” (4)

Pierre Levy points out the emancipatory potential of language
which hitherto has been constrained by multiple practical, material
and cultural factors. The new media has opened up new avenues
for agency. It allows us to say the unsayable, think the unthinkable
and establish heterodox relationships. Not only do we interact with
countless absent others (including non-humans) but we respond to
collective and institutional affairs. We interact with the technologies
that make all these activities possible. Their usage also shapes us.

We live in a technologically mediated world in two senses. The
technology opens up new worlds and in the process shapes us through
our interactions in these extended worlds. The virtual was earlier seen
as an inferior version of the actual—now the virtual is an indispensable
adjunct that constitutes and enriches the real. Virtual reality is no less
real than actual reality! In some ways, the virtual displaces the actual—
replacing it with its simulacrum.

The new media extends agency beyond the dreams of earlier
revolutionaries. We are regaled with stories of ordinary people
triumphing against powerful corporations and institutions. While
this paper draws primarily on Philippine research, similar phenomena
involving young people elsewhere are readily available (Rasmussen
2018). Nicholas Kristof brings to the fore the successful use of online
petitions where a group of fourth-graders took on Hollywood and won
and a young nanny forced Bank of America to withdraw proposed bank
charges (7he New York Times, Feb. 4,2012). Another example being the
increasing popularity of adolescent debuts among Latin Americans
(quinceaneras; see Harkonen 2011) brought about by growing affluence
and globalization. Last March 14 many young people celebrated My
Freedom Day or the right of the young to express their own views
without risk. Closer to home we recall how a president was removed by
a coup d’text in 2006. These are all striking examples of agency achieved
through the new media where “[t]he masterminds of the successful
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campaigns aren't usually powerful or well-connected.” (7be New York
Times, Feb. 4,2012)

Navigating in cyberspace is a new experience for some of us, even
if for the digital generation it is ordinary and commonplace. Not only
is the notion of community borderless but the notion of the Other is
often unverifiable. Your interlocutor may be a serial killer posing as a
student, a sufterer of quadriplegia claiming to be a triathlon champion
or simply a robot. Life online is clearly a challenge to prevailing notions
of duplicity, trust, and friendship. Can one fall in love with a robot?
These relationships require a new understanding of socialization—one
that includes interactions with non-humans. As an advertisement in a
Japanese newspaper mentions (2013):

Tired of looking for a girlfriend? What should you do? Have
you thought about getting a Japanese robot girl? She will
never reject your requests. She won’t break your heart, she
won’t betray you. She can do anything for you.

CONCLUSION

Culture is now individually generated as people author their lives
according to tastes, desires and circumstances. Material accumulation
becomes a major way of expressing ourselves. Consumerism is as much
a process of self-construction as it is public display. Consumption is
also a primary concern of modern governmentality (Garcia 1995).
Most of us conduct our lives both online and offline. In this sense we
live in an augmented reality. The problem is how to combine these two
modes without one unduly distorting, dominating or reproducing the
other. Virtuality is now an aspect of everyday life and we must contend
with its vagaries.

Increasingly, media become invisibly incorporated into our lives.
Life outside media is now impossible. But life in media means that
social reality is always under construction, revision and rejection.
Who participates in this process of social construction is one of the
most contested issues. Is Wikipedia a reliable source of knowledge or
should only the experts dictate what we can know? As Deuze (2012a)
propounds:
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People as individuals as well as institutions are looking at
social reality as under permanent construction—as something
to intervene in, redirect, manipulate, and transmutate (down
to the level of genetic modification). The remixabilty of the
real has become a property of lived experience. Questioning
reality is the first and most fundamental step towards
changing it.

Is this an example of the ontological turn? Or is it simply the
centrality of representation in contemporary times?

Let me make myself clear—the world is controlled by seniors and
will remain so for a considerable time. However, certain cultural factors
highlight the role of the youth—they constitute the zeitgeist. The
youth represent a model for self-constitution and active agency—an
essential component of modern consumerism. Their lifestyles as digital
nomads exemplify modernity’s merging of pleasure with production/
consumption. In Velazquez’s famous painting “Las Meninas” (1656)
children are portrayed as little adults. In contrast, contemporary
youth consists of distinct phases (infants, children, preteens, teens)
with each phase marking an important role in social and cultural
consumption. Modern schooling forces the youth to lengthen their
period of preparation before achieving full adulthood. In this sense
the youthification of culture is an expression of the second modernity’s
view that the real is under constant construction.

Finally, as Latour (2014) argues, we now inhabit a world both
social and natural of our own making. Human agency, hitherto mainly
directed and limited to the social, presently encompasses the natural.
Earlier distinctions between humans and non-humans are no longer
paramount in the Age of Anthropocene. We have become post-human
and must navigate new modes of being-in-the-world. Are today’s
youth equipped to live in this new world or are they saddled with
outmoded traditions and obsolete life-modes? While technological
obsolescence has been a major industrial threat, the digital era has
significantly increased its disruptive capacity. What concepts are most
suitable to deal with unpredictabilities? Let’s hope the youth can meet
this challenge.
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