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RAUL PERTIERRA 

The Digital Age and Its 
Transformations 

This paper explores the significance of digital technology in the 
contemporary world. After briefly discussing the effects of earlier 
technologies on everyday life, the paper assesses the consequences 
of interacting in a world where virtuality and simulacra often replace 
the real. Anthropology as a discipline is particularly effective in 
describing the changes experienced in a rapidly transforming social 
world.
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INTRODUCTION

No one disputes that we live in a digital world, but what it means 
is highly disputable. Has the new communicative media supplanted 
earlier ways of experiencing social life? Are technologically mediated 
relationships fundamentally different from face-to-face encounters? 
While other technologies also mediate and influence our lives, has 
the internet and associated media transformed society and culture in 
truly significant ways?

In this paper, I try to answer some of these questions with 
the assistance of a paper I worked on with Eduardo Ugarte, Alicia 
Pingol, Joel Hernandez, and Nikos Lexis Dacanay. I begin by 
comparing the importance of earlier technologies with the more 
recent new communications media (internet and mobiles). I then 
assess the significance of the new communications media in everyday 
life. Consequently, I explore some of the problems and paradoxes the 
digital age has generated. Finally, I will comment on the effects of the 
digital world in Asia as well as its implications for anthropology. The 
section on anthropology in a digital world may seem an afterthought 
but it is meant to indicate the response of the discipline in a rapidly 
changing environment. I have explored some of these issues in an 
earlier work (R. Pertierra 2010). 

WRITING AS THE EARLIEST TECHNOLOGY

Earlier technologies have also significantly affected society and culture. 
The invention of writing (5000 BC) made it possible to form large 
political units, store information, and reflect on their significance. 
Socrates criticized writing for displacing memory and replacing it 
with “mere marks.” This echoes present day objections that the screen 
replaces face-to-face interactions! Writing allowed meaning to be 
inscribed; the text replaced speech. The ambiguities of speech and 
their impacted consequences were replaced by the indisputable clarity 
of writing. The amplitude of orality was replaced by the authority 
of the text. Moreover, writing far exceeds the longevity of memory 
(Ricoeur 1991). 

We observed a similar shift when our informants confessed 
that they preferred to send txts to their parents rather than make 
a voice call (Pertierra et al. 2002). A txt (short message service or 
SMS) can precisely convey a state of affairs (e.g., I am reviewing 
in the library), while a voice call may be more allusive. It is open to 
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multiple unintended understandings, while a txt is more precise. Our 
informants claimed that voice calls were too revealing. As Ricoeur 
(1991) has argued, speech involves much more than its locutionary 
content. Speech also involves pre and post locutionary effects, which 
are not controlled by the speaker. Our informants claimed that 
parents often deduced post locutionary meanings from voice calls 
whereas txts were less open to misinterpretation. 

Gutenberg (1439 AD) and printing marked the first major 
increase in the technology of communication. Printing not only 
led to the proliferation of texts but also imposed their uniformity 
(e.g., standard spelling and the loss of regional variations; Anderson 
1991). This was followed by a host of discoveries and inventions that 
ultimately resulted in the Industrial Revolution. These were among 
the most important: improved navigation with the sextant (1631) 
allowing measurement of longitude, standard time zones (1847), 
development of rail travel, the telegraph, and the applications of 
electricity. 

These were quickly followed by the invention of the telephone, 
film, and radio. Singly and in combination, these technologies led 
to the period of modernity.  These technologies linked hitherto 
distant localities into a common and simultaneous present known 
as “globality.” Under these conditions a common humanity could 
engage in a collective enterprise. The human species could become 
aware of its singularity.

As populations grew and people became more mobile, 
keeping track of identity became a growing problem. During the 
1880s administrators began devising ways of ensuring individual 
identities. Fingerprints solved the problem. “[T]hanks to it; even 
the least inhabitant of the poorest village of Asia and Europe was 
now identifiable and controllable” (Ginzburg 1990, 123). Note the 
congruence of identity with control.

In 1847, England was the first country to impose national 
standard time. As a commentator wrote: “At one and the same 
moment, whether in London or Edinburgh, at Canterbury or Cardiff, 
the labourer returns to his toil from his hour of rest, the man of 
business keeps his appointment; and the traveller [sic] regulates his 
movements with the confidence of one who has no longer the fear 
of ‘the longitude’ before his eyes” (Thrift 1990, 123). Henceforth, the 
whole of the United Kingdom could march and imagine itself as 
one collective. This marked the beginning of a national imagination 
that was later transformed into a global awareness. Administrative 
and technological innovation led to new conceptual understandings 
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of the world. Global standard time was more complex because 
Washington, London, and Paris insisted on being the standard for its 
establishment. The rapid industrial rise of Germany forced the allies 
to accept Greenwich as the standard time zone in 1883 (O’ Malley 
1990; Cochrane 1966).

TECHNOLOGIES OF SPEED

The railway not only facilitated travel but provided new perspectives 
for experiencing speed, hitherto limited to horse-riding. The railway 
line from Manila to Dagupan was inaugurated in 1892 amidst a great 
celebration that included a Te Deum Mass. The event was supposedly 
a great triumph of both the state and the church (Gonzalez 1979). 
Early rail travelers wondered whether the human body could 
withstand speeds beyond thirty-five kilometers per hour. Women 
were particularly at risk because of their perceived frailty. Viewing 
the world at high speeds provides us with new and unexpected 
perspectives of the natural world (e.g., viewing moving landscapes 
became more common). Seeing earth from space gives us an insight 
of our own insignificance. Humans are no longer the most important 
entities in the universe. This is a new secular humility different from 
a Christian notion of human imperfection.

While standard time reconceptualized our notion of the 
collective, the experience of speed transformed our understanding of 
location and spatiality. The first was basically cognitive; the second was 
empirical-material. Henceforth, the interaction between conceptual 
understandings and empirical-material experiences characterize our 
contemporary condition. It is this entwinement between concepts 
and materiality that generate contemporary aporias. An example 
is our difficulty in fully understanding the consequences of social 
media—this involves new conceptual approaches to media but also 
having to cope with the range of information encountered in this 
medium. Former concepts are constantly being challenged by new 
information (Virilio 1998).

The discovery of electricity and the railways extended the limits 
of commuting, generating locations such as suburbs or dormitory 
residences. Daylight was extended, allowing commuters to enjoy 
life after work. Suburban life was a peculiar combination of rural 
surroundings with city lifestyles. Life in the suburbs centered on 
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domestic activities rather than the world of work as it earlier was 
in industrial estates. Friendships were no longer among mates at 
work but among neighbors with diverse backgrounds. A new form 
of sociability emerged paralleling the world of work. The family 
emerged as the major focus of sociability. In 1905, the family wage 
was introduced in Australia, instituting patriarchy as the basis for the 
family. Gender roles were reinforced, and child rearing became the 
major responsibility of women. This period marked the first modernity 
(1880–1940). Primarily centered in the West, Ochiai Emiko and Leo 
Aoi Hosoya (2014) identify a second modernity (1960–2010) more 
closely identified with Asia.

THE RISE OF POPULAR CULTURE AND 
CULTURAL STUDIES

The invention of film and later of radio also produced fundamental 
changes. Film transformed our notion of time making the experience 
of the future and the re-experiencing of the past possible. While the 
emergence of the novel best expressed life during the nineteenth 
century, film is now regarded as a major basis for experiencing and 
understanding contemporary life. Meanwhile, radio and television 
have become the major exponents of popular culture, a relatively new 
cultural phenomenon. Initially, radio and even the telephone were the 
major channels for propagating high culture. Broadcasts of Wagner’s 
operas marked the invention of high fidelity radio in Germany. Since 
then, high culture has been replaced by popular culture in the mass 
media. The distinction between high and popular culture is a major 
feature of contemporary life, consequences of which have not been 
fully examined (Adorno and Horkheimer 1989; Habermas 1979). 

The new discipline of Cultural Studies specializes in exploring 
and understanding the complex role of culture in our modern world. 
Whereas culture was earlier seen as a reflection of values, it is now 
seen as the primary generator of norms and attitudes. As Bauman 
(2016) argues: “The question of identity has changed from being 
something you are born with to a task: you have to create your own 
community.” Under these conditions, culture is not something you 
inherit but something you create according to your own preferences. 
This gives rise to the notion of culture as marking difference rather 
than commonality. Its implications for a politics of control have yet 
to be resolved.
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PROMISES OF NEW MEDIA

This brings us to the new communications media and its apparent 
ability to re-shape and generate identity according to our own 
desires. Great and even fantastic claims have been made about the 
new media. As Barlow (1995, 56) puts it: 

With the development of the Internet, and with the 
increasing pervasiveness of communications between 
networked computers, we are in the middle of the 
most transforming technological event since the capture 
of fire. 

And as anthropologists have argued, the control of fire marked our 
first step as homosapiens.

According to Masuda (as cited in Ling 2009, 3), the internet 
“will crystallize participatory democracy and result in a rich symbiosis 
of god and man, without the compulsion of power or law but by the 
voluntary co-operation of citizens.” Others make equally promising 
claims:   “‘The Internet is the greatest revolution since the invention 
of the automobile except that its growth is 40 times faster.’ . . .  ‘The 
Internet is the greatest invention of the century, if not ever.’ . . . ‘The 
Internet is the greatest invention since the wheel’” (Katz and Rice 
2002, 2). These millenarian expectations have so far been unfulfilled. 
Instead, a more sober, cautious, and even Luddite assessment of the 
digital world is emerging. But these comments indicate that the new 
communications technology is expected to bring about fundamental 
changes in society and culture.

THE SOCIAL USE OF MOBILES

We were naïve when we first began looking at the effect of mobiles 
among young Filipinos (Pertierra et al. 2002). Our informants were 
more adept at using the new technology than we were. What we 
discovered was the ease with which young Filipinos adjusted to the 
new technology, shaping its use to their interests and desires. People 
sent txts because they felt voice calls were too revealing. Missed calls 
were a way of alerting friends to possible meetings. 

Our initial research only involved mobile phones with basic 
features. Since then, mobiles now enjoy advanced features allowing 
access to the internet. The internet, with its more immersive 
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capabilities, elicited more ambivalence than the early mobile among 
our informants. Early fears that txting causes linguistic deterioration 
have not had much practical impact. But many of our informants 
expressed the fear that cyber-reality is replacing the real. Cyber reality 
not only replaces the real but reduces it to a simulacrum (Baudrillard 
1988). Nevertheless, all informants recognize that access to the cyber 
world is necessary for contemporary life. The simulacrum is both 
necessary and real.

A striking feature emerging from our initial research concerned 
the different practices among Filipino and Western users of the new 
media. Filipinos posted very personal messages to both friends and 
strangers. This contrasted with the more reticent personal disclosures 
of Western users. For the Filipino, the new media was an extension 
of direct interactions involving kin, friends, and local associates—
in other words, an umwelt or a world of immediate familiarity. For 
Westerners, the new media involved a world of strangers requiring 
careful disclosures. In contrast, for Filipinos, the umwelt opened by 
the new media invariably included non-familiars whose intentions 
were not always appropriate. For most Filipinos, the stranger is either 
avoided altogether or absorbed into the familiar. A world consisting 
of strangers whose interactions require careful appraisal is problematic 
for Filipino users accustomed to dealing only with familiars. And 
yet, increasingly, strangers seem to overwhelm familiars in the new 
technology. The Filipino world of consociates (umwelt) has yet to 
adjust to a reality including unknown contemporaries. In other words, 
we have to include contemporaries in our world of consociates. This 
inclusion requires a more differentiated notion of interaction.

GLOBALITY AND THE END OF THE LOCAL

Giddens (1992) informs us that “globality” has penetrated all aspects 
of the local. While this may be so, stubborn localities have a way 
of absorbing the global into the umwelt. Modernities have many 
forms, of which the western expression is only one. We later discuss 
how modernity expresses itself in an Asian context. An example of 
local interests involving global connections are the daily messages 
sent by Filipino mothers based abroad to their children, who remain 
in the Philippines. These messages detail how allowances are to be 
spent. Here the global interpenetrates the local. The new media now 
allows localities to interconnect—hence the rise of Filipino diasporic 
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communities linking global experiences with local perspectives. 
Contrary to Giddens, the global condition has not eliminated 
localities even as it has obliged them to include the global.

NOTORIETY IN MEDIA AND SPECTACLE

A feature of contemporary times is the prominence of images, 
representations, and spectacles. The spectacle is not just a collection 
of images or representations; rather, it is a social relationship between 
people that is mediated by images (Debord 1994). This capacity 
to generate social relations using images illustrates the power of 
media and its underlying technology. For this reason, in modernity, 
simulacra constitute a new ontology. Unlike earlier simulacra, which 
misrepresented their referents, present day simulacra are hyperreal.

Jason Ivler gained notoriety in the news when he went into 
hiding after being accused of shooting a young man in 2009. Months 
later he was discovered hiding in his parent’s house and was injured 
in the ensuing armed encounter with the police. Media coverage of 
the whole affair was guaranteed by a conjunction of elements: the 
victim came from a politically prominent family; Jason was a good-
looking young mestizo with a brief career in film and rap; the arrest 
was widely covered; and the exchange of gunfire was climactic. Jason 
was wheeled into the ambulance amidst the flash of TV cameras. 

Days after the shootout the Jason Ivler Facebook site was 
born. From a few hundred fans the site quickly attracted several 
thousands, many of whom expressed admiration for Jason. He had 
become a media star. A blogger posted: “You have to admit, not since 
the Vizconde massacre had there been telegenic criminals in the 
Philippines” (R. Pertierra 2012). Media stars are a prime example 
of simulacra—they refer only to themselves—as a pundit remarked: 
media stars are famous for being famous.

THE DISCOVERY OF SEX

One of the most revealing aspects of our research was the formation 
of sexual liaisons among strangers.  A new sexual morality seemed 
to be emerging, but its shocking nature proved unfounded. Most 
sexual txts were titillatory and remained virtual rather than actual. 
Other research supports this view. Although meeting strangers 
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for sexual purposes has been made easier by apps such as Tinder 
(Newett, Churchill, and Robards 2017), it remains unclear whether 
significant changes in sexual practices result from this technology. 
But the steep rise in sexually transmitted diseases in the Philippines 
seems to indicate an important transformation in behavior. What is 
clear, however, is that the divide between online and offline lives no 
longer applies. Instead, we live in an augmented reality encompassing 
both. Philippine-based children often comment on how much easier 
it is to deal with mothers online rather than with physically present 
ones. Virtuality has advantages in clarifying personal issues and 
relationships when compared to interactions involving face-to-face 
life (R. Pertierra 2005). 

New interactions involving this augmented reality are becoming 
more common. One such example is the frequency of sending txts 
with explicit sexual themes (sexting), a practice increasingly common 
among the youth. But even such changes are not always radical since 
sexting appears limited to coexisting intimates (Rasmussen 2018). 
What is needed is a new discourse and education of sexuality for the 
youth.  

What research indicates is that the new communications 
technology in conjunction with wider societal changes is indeed 
generating transformative changes. It is the interaction between the 
various technologies and their corresponding social practices that 
have to be understood. Television and radio programs, advertisements, 
social media, business interests, and consumer behavior are all 
complicit in producing these changes. No single technology can be 
seen as the prime motivator for social change.

POLITICS AND THE MOBILE

Similar arguments apply in the case of politics and the effects of 
the new media. While no immediate or significant transformations 
in Philippine politics may be directly credited to the new media, 
changes in the informational landscape are certainly having an effect. 
The importance of txting in EDSA 2 (coup d’text), resulting in the 
ouster of President Estrada, has received much attention and is often 
cited as an example of the power of the new media. Our research 
(Pertierra et al. 2002) together with Miard’s (2008) has shown that 
this claim is an exaggeration even if we acknowledge that mobiles 
were extensively used. It was the combination of old and new media 
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with the support of structural forces such as the military, sections 
of the elite, and civil society that toppled the already shaky Estrada 
regime. Using the Philippines as an example but including other 
cases, Miard (2008, 27) argues that: 

The effect of mobile phones is either inexistent, too 
weak to be measurable, or offset by other factors. The 
simple assumption that mobile phones alone will create 
a measurable impact on political activism cannot be 
sustained. 

The major effect of the new media is in mobilizing existing 
networks and plugging them into the new information system. The 
information system itself generates new networks. This conjunction 
geometrically extends networks beyond their initial range. Their 
effects are seen when online commentaries are taken up by the 
mainstream media and transformed into public issues. What effects 
this extension of the public sphere will ultimately produce is still 
open for debate. Will it deepen the forces of democracy or simply 
reinforce consumerist practices? I discuss this later in relation to the 
consequences for the second modernity in Asia.

Humor, scandal, and gossip have been the favorite responses 
of the weak in criticizing the powerful. Hitherto, these responses of 
the weak have had very limited scope but the new media has finally 
opened limitless channels for their expression. Facebook, MySpace, 
Twitter, txting, and YouTube are among these possible channels. One 
no longer needs great literary skills to command public attention on 
Facebook or YouTube. Elitists may see this as the ascendance of the 
untalented. The age of the proletarian has finally been achieved with 
the help of the new media. American Idol and reality television are 
only some of its manifestations (R. Pertierra 2012). 

MOBILES AND SPIRITS

An early prediction about modernity was that religion would be 
replaced by science. The external world of nature is the domain 
of science, while the inner world of culture retains its religious 
orientations. Science has indeed replaced religion in explaining 
natural events; but religion has retained its importance in defining 
human purpose. The cognitive gains of science have not displaced 
the search for interior meanings. In fact, technology has sharpened 
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the quest to understand the spiritual and non-material significance 
of contemporary life.

Among the most unexpected associations of the new technology 
is its relationship to the supernatural. In the early days of electricity 
and the telephone, Thomas Watson, an assistant of Alexander Graham 
Bell, often wondered about the ethereal sounds heard in the new 
devices (Heumann 1998). Did these noises come from distant planets 
or were they communications from the spirits? The first phonographs 
raised similar questions about the reality of the recordings—were they 
real human voices or merely simulations? These are initial examples 
of simulacra generated by the new technology. These technologically 
generated perceptions linked natural events to the supernatural.

There have been reports in Nigeria of people dying after 
receiving certain mysterious calls. In Lagos a young man received a 
call from a number 017021127; suddenly, he shouted Blood of Jesus 
before collapsing. People were warned not to accept calls from certain 
numbers as these could lead to their deaths (Agbu 2004).

Closer to home, Jaime Licauco, a known psychic, reported 
the case of a young man who continued to receive txts from his 
dead girlfriend. In February 26, 2004 a ship left Manila bound 
for Bacolod. Unfortunately, it sunk in Manila Bay. Several relatives 
reported receiving txts from passengers long after the ship had sunk 
and burnt. Similar instances of supernatural communication via 
cellphones have been reported in Indonesia (Barendregt and Pertierra 
2008). Technology is redefining the boundaries between the natural 
and supernatural worlds.

CRITICAL VOICES

Oliver Leistert (2012) has written a powerful critique of the new 
communications technology. Based on globally extensive research 
and drawing heavily on Foucault, Leistert claims that mobile media 
is a medium of and for pastoral control that engages users in chatting 
and jabbering.  Mobile media becomes part of rendering instrumental 
rationalities and is a technology “that enabled authorities to imagine 
and act upon the conduct of persons individually and collectively, and 
in locales that were often distant” (Leistert 2012 quoting Miller and 
Rose 2008, 16). Its pervasive presence has taken a pastoral mode.

Leistert refers to David Lyon’s work on the Surveillance Society 
(2001).  For Lyon (2001, 1), “all societies that are dependent on 
communication and information technologies for administrative 
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and control processes are surveillance societies.”  Surveillance is 
the underside of the information society.  “It is any collection and 
processing of personal data, whether identifiable or not, for the 
purposes of influencing or managing those whose data have been 
garnered” (2). It is part of a managerial program: not only about 
collecting data, but a managerial way to use this data on programs 
and action plans of the surveilled.  “Surveillance capacities are used 
to sort and shift populations, to categorize and to classify, to enhance 
the life chances of some and to retard those of others” (4). Thus, 
surveillance is a discriminating political technology that consists of 
both care and control, and “is now routinely practiced by a range of 
agencies including, but as well going well beyond, the state” (30). 
Facebook, Google, and Twitter are the most familiar and relatively 
benign examples of surveillance. Technology generates a lifestyle 
that refashions the original, replacing it with simulacra in hitherto 
unexpected ways. Technology and society exist in a dialogical 
relationship

Foucault (2007, 21) has argued that apparatuses of security are 
productive, they “work, fabricate, organize, and plan a milieu . . . in 
which circulation is carried out.” The new media technology with 
its devices, infrastructure, and its economy are all results of such a 
milieu where the circulation of communication is carried out. Such 
communicative exchanges occur within a climate of free expression 
even as their accumulation is a basis for surveillance.

Eli Pariser (2011) points out that future behavior will be shaped 
by algorithms collected from past behavior. The internet becomes an 
algorithmic program based on past clickstreams. Algorithmically 
shaped social norms lead to a form of information determinism. 
The limitless collection of data and its storage lays the basis for a 
new and more extensive regime of control. Data retention does not 
block communication flows nor disturb productivity and circulation. 
Instead, it takes advantage of the flow of signs initiated by liberal 
rule. While data retention works on the whole population, it invokes 
a different relation toward its members who are deemed a risk.

Andrejevic (2007, 177) has argued that this limitless 
accumulation of data leads to the formation of a Total Information 
Awareness Office. This data gathering process is often a fishing 
expedition designed to generate suspects by sifting through the 
data and identifying potentially high-risk individuals. The data 
gathered acts as a baseline of behavior where any deviation from 
the norm triggers suspicion and further investigation. Data retention 
is a materialization of an excess that is nurtured by mobile media 
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(amongst other technologies) as it invokes general mass surveillance. 
Some scholars (e.g. Fitzgerald 2019 and Andrejevic 2007) argue that 
present day China is already a Total Information Awareness Society.

The authors of Disorder and the Disinformation Society 
(Marshall et al. 2015) argue that one must question who controls 
communicative structures and for what purposes. People’s lives 
increasingly depend on a world generated by media images and 
practices. But what interests motivate these images and practices? Do 
the new media encourage or do they constrain the democratization 
of everyday life? Is it possible to remain incommunicado in a social 
environment that increasingly instigates always staying in touch?  
Moreover, communicative practices take place in a world marked 
by virtuality and radical alterities. Increasingly, people communicate 
with absent others, including nonhuman interlocutors. While 
technologically mediated communication often mimics face-to-face 
talk, its consequences are often radically different and unpredictable. 
Earlier boundaries separating culture from nature are technologically 
transcended. The Anthropocene and Informational Ages mark the 
domination of culture over nature. These authors critically examine 
the basis of order in the so-called information society. As societies 
become more complex, the requirements for stability, maintenance, 
and reproduction also increase. A critical component of system 
maintenance is the production, dissemination, and integration 
of information. This is particularly significant in the information 
society, where access to information constitutes the basis of order. 
But a problem immediately arises: Who controls, guarantees, and 
implements information as the basis of order? 

The main argument advanced by the authors (Marshall et al. 
2015) is that information always and necessarily produces counter-
information or disinformation. This contradicting process occurs 
at all levels of the production, dissemination, and integration of 
information. Information is both an important collective asset and a 
source of private profit. It must be shared as well as guarded. Although 
the generation of information and counter-information occurs in all 
social configurations, these are particularly crucial under advanced 
capitalism not only because of the excessive needs for information 
but also because of its commodification. A balance between the 
need to share information but also to limit its distribution cannot be 
accomplished given the conditions of late capitalism. 

In several chapters dealing with seemingly more technical aspects 
of informationalism, such as software design, network compatibility, 
and computer functions, the authors provide convincing arguments 
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and examples that technologies are themselves social projects open 
to elements of disruption due to the various hierarchies of power 
and control exercised by managers and technicians. The crux of the 
problem with informationalism is its governing function within 
advanced capitalism. Data and knowledge, crucial to capitalist 
growth and reproduction, is constrained and often hampered by 
the narrow requirements of immediate and exclusive profit. It is the 
structure of capitalism itself that limits the effectiveness of its need 
for information!

 An irony of the Information Age is that while most of its 
highly educated workers play essential roles in advancing the system, 
intellectual work is often devalued.  Even in cases where information 
sharing and retrieval can be expected to benefit all users, such as peer-
to-peer networks and academic researchers, disinformation arises due 
to both internal and external sources. For instance, competition and the 
pressures to publish often require academics to favor more exclusive 
practices at the expense of maximizing exchanges and collaboration. 
Taken to the extreme, these practices can lead to plagiarized sources 
and even data fabrication in favor of certain theoretical positions.  

THE POST-INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

A hundred years after the Industrial Revolution, we are on the 
threshold of another even more transformative period. The speed, 
extent, and reproductivity of information challenge our notions 
of the original and of the past. Neither seems relevant for the 
present. If modernity involved a transformation of our notion of 
time that allowed us to think globally following the introduction 
of standard time, then the new media may also require a different 
notion of temporality. Constant connectivity negates spatio-temporal 
borders. Neither time nor space constrains life in the virtual present. 
Contemporary life is one of constant transit from an actual present 
to a virtual future.

Just as we can contact anyone, anytime, anywhere, we can also 
be monitored anytime and anywhere by any one of many state and 
commercial organizations.  As soon as you turn on your computer 
and before you even start surfing, a host of organizations are already 
monitoring your activities. Technologies are not just a means of 
communication but also shape who we are. Our world is not only 
mediatized but we live in and through these media of communication.
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THE EXPANSION OR THE END OF PRIVACY

Furthermore, this expression of agency draws heavily on the 
expectations of others to whom we are increasingly and perpetually 
connected. It is becoming more difficult not to exercise agency, should 
we choose not to do so. Constant appeals from the market, the state, 
and even close friends to exercise agency is exhausting and makes 
solitude impossible. In an interview with Mark Zuckerberg (The 
Guardian, January 11, 2010), he states that the “age of privacy” seems 
to be over. We live within a paradox; the more choices we have in 
authoring our lives, the more dependent we become on the choices of 
others. The loss of solitude and privacy may be a high price to pay for 
this expanded agency. Perhaps it is time to reconsider the exercise of 
agency under structures that are beyond our control. The conditions 
above shape the production, dissemination, and use of information. 
As some authors constantly remind us, information is not just pure 
data but data contaminated with power, interest, and profit. These are 
the factors that ensure informationalism produces its own aporias.

If fingerprinting solved the problem of individual identity in a 
growing and shifting population of the 1880s, the new technology 
amplifies this identifying capacity in greater detail. Digital fingerprints 
reveal all previous recorded interactions and assess their viability using 
algorithmic criteria. This machinic assessment of behavior replaces 
real-world actions with their algorithmic equivalents, generating new 
forms of knowledge with little direct relationship to their ontological 
source.

We must assess the emancipative, liberal possibilities of digital 
media against a growing interest in surveilling the actions of 
citizens. A major feature of modernity is a self-reflectivity fulfilled 
in the new technology. But this reflectivity is also an essential 
structural component of modern governmentality. Promises of the 
new communication media tend to stress the benefits but downplay 
the negative aspects of the new technology. While the ability to 
communicate is generally beneficial, this assumes that people have 
control over who, what, when, and why they communicate. Often this 
control is beyond most users and instead the old power structures 
benefit by the ability to influence, shape, and keep track of people’s 
activities, particularly their digital meanderings. In a culture where 
consumption is an integral part of identity formation, the state and 
capital stand to gain more from the advances in communication than 
most individual users.
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According to Bruno Latour (2014), humankind is now in the 
Age of Anthropocene, where human activity is the main shaper of 
the physical and social environment. Exactly when this age began is 
difficult to ascertain. In any case, it now seems clear that human activity 
is the main determinant of the physical and social environments. A 
consequence of this is the increasing unpredictability of the future, as 
human intervention becomes a major factor in shaping it. The Age 
of Anthropocene must now include informationalism as the major 
source of intervention in the modern world. These interventions are 
the basis of both order and disorder in the present.

EFFECTS OF THE DIGITAL AGE IN ASIA

The rise and nature of the public sphere in Asia is one of the most 
debated issues in contemporary scholarship (Ochiai and Hosoya 
2014). Having experienced a compressed form of modernity, Asian 
societies have to struggle with notions of publicness in the context 
of both local values (such as communitarianism and collectivism) 
and global demands for political reforms based on individualism 
and freedom. While different societies deal with this problem in 
particular ways, the issues arise from a common dilemma—how is 
the notion of publicness generated and what is its relationship to 
the public sphere? Drawing on Habermas (1984), the authors show 
how the rise of “debating societies” in eighteenth century Europe 
and the consequent development of civil society generated demands 
for communicative rationality. The Industrial Revolution and the 
rise of nation-states favored a more instrumental rationality with 
its emphasis on efficiency, profit, and practicality. To balance this 
emphasis, civil society insisted on a wider notion of rationality, one 
where its goal was to reach a common understanding. But this notion 
of rationality must be protected from the constant demands of its 
more restricted form. If the first modernity was characterized by 
material production, the second may be seen as inducing expanded 
forms of communication. Communitarianism and collectivism are 
traditional forms of publicness in Asia that are reshaped in the 
second modernity, resulting in a new public sphere. 

This new public sphere must respond to global demands for 
political reforms and democratic participation, generating tensions 
within traditional structures. To add to these structural constraints, 
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many Asian societies are now facing aging populations and lower 
fertility rates. Smaller families and independent/individual life 
trajectories make it difficult to look after aged parents. Chang 
Kyung-Sup (in Ochiai and Hosoya 2014) argues that the experience 
of compressed modernity has created dysfunctional family relations 
resulting in forms of individuality without individualism. I myself 
have made a similar argument regarding the effects of the new media 
in the Philippines (R. Pertierra 2010). The new media make it possible 
to generate highly individual perspectives without the constraints of 
collective or communal notions of propriety. As mentioned earlier, the 
Filipino notion of umwelt includes strangers for whom other notions 
of disclosure should apply. This is individuality without individualism. 
As Bauman (2016) suggests, the new media allows its users to shape 
their identities, generating a culture of difference rather than one of 
communality. The Philippines is also experiencing tensions within 
the family as individuals pursue opportunities opened by the wide 
access of the new media. Cyber-sexuality is only one example of 
these tensions (see Mathews 2010).

The interrelationship of the private/public domains in Asia 
differ from the West, given Asia’s long concern with communal and 
collective relationships. Mention has been made of the extensive use 
of the new technology (e.g., face recognition, digital records, online 
censorship) in China, resulting in a Total Information Awareness 
Society. Despite its democratic infringements, it seems that most 
Chinese approve of its use. There are, after all, certain advantages 
in maintaining accurate records for bureaucratic ends (e.g., public 
health, civil governance, and centralized planning). China’s economic 
achievements and its high technological level indicate a successful 
transition into the second modernity. However, in Hong Kong similar 
attempts at surveillance are violently opposed. South Korea, Japan, 
and Taiwan have among the highest use of digital technology within 
relatively stable democracies. These distinct approaches to the new 
technology put to rest notions of a collective and enduring Asian 
weltanschauung. Earlier debates on the so-called Asian values (R. 
Pertierra 1999) mirrored such notions, which unfortunately became 
embedded in partisan political interests. The emphasis on Asian 
modernities with their distinctive differences avoids many of these 
earlier fruitless quests to discover Asian essences.



58 Social Transformations Vol. 8, No. 1, May 2020

ANTHROPOLOGY IN A DIGITAL WORLD

Giddens’s (1992) claim that globality has replaced locality raises 
particular problems for anthropology. This discipline is usually 
associated with the study of local and non-modern societies. Moreover, 
the concept of culture, formerly the focus of anthropology has now 
been appropriated by Cultural Studies. Even fieldwork, as a research 
method, has been increasingly employed by non-anthropologists. It 
seems that anthropology has lost not only its subject matter but both 
its theoretical focus and its research methods.

In an earlier section, I argued that globality has not eliminated 
locality but merely reshaped it. The local still persists and is open to 
investigation by anthropology. In fact, localities have proliferated in 
the context of globality. The virtual and online worlds offer a rich 
area for anthropological research. The so-called ontological turn in 
anthropology has created an almost limitless space for localities.

While culture was a main concept in the discipline, other 
anthropologists preferred the notion of social structure as better 
capturing the materiality of social life. Social anthropology became a 
sister-discipline of sociology, specializing in the study of small-scale 
face-to-face relationships. Mundanity became its major focus. The 
encroachment of Cultural Studies, with its literary emphasis, proved 
less threatening than initially feared. Instead, the well-known debate 
between the discussants of the possible replacement of Anthropology 
by Cultural Studies (Wade 1997) more clearly defined the respective 
boundaries of each approach to the study of social life. For Cultural 
Studies, culture is primarily a domain of signification; whereas for 
Anthropology, culture is a field of signified practices. The former 
looks at images for their signification; while the latter investigates 
their origins and practical significance. Some anthropologists (e.g., 
Geertz 1975 and Dumont 1992) even co-opted the notion of a text 
as a way of understanding culture.

Anna Cristina Pertierra (2017) discusses the different uses of 
ethnography by non-anthropologists. These range from human-
computer interaction (HCI) to science and technology studies (STS). 
Media studies as well as market research into product development 
have also discovered the uses of an ethnographic approach. The 
corporate and commercial worlds quickly adapted ethnographic 
insights into consumer use and product innovation. A trained 
anthropologist, such as Genevieve Bell at Intel as well as others, 
successfully applied the discipline to enrich technological research. 
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The worlds of the academy and business intersected despite the 
inevitable tensions arising from their distinct interests. 

As unexpected as the revelations of the earlier connections 
between supernatural phenomena and electronic interactions were, 
digital life has proved to be a fruitful area of ethnographic investigation. 
Virtual life attracted the attention of anthropologists following the 
“ontological turn” but the realities of materiality quickly established 
itself (e.g. Hine 2000). The online and offline worlds merged as the 
new media became part of everyday life—mundanity included new 
ontologies. It is this routine incorporation of the new technology that 
anthropology can best contribute toward understanding contemporary 
everyday life. Drawing on its sociological roots but combining it with 
its humanistic approach, anthropology can claim a central role for 
understanding the significance of the Digital Age. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The wildest claims regarding the digital world have not proved to 
be as radical; nevertheless, significant transformations have resulted 
from the new communications technology. A consequence is that the 
world is now closer to seeing itself as a unit facing common problems. 
Differences exist and may even be enhanced by the new media but 
these occur within an acknowledgement of shared connectivities. 
The first modernity resulted in an increase in material production 
while the second modernity was marked by an intensive network 
of communication. The predominance of the West over the rest no 
longer holds as Asian and other economies assert their achievements.

Informationalism transforms the text into data. While the 
former inscribes meaning, the latter dictates practice. This machinic 
determinism may be the major factor in re-shaping human agency—
except that all information generates its own disorder. Information 
is ultimately a social product prone to the vagaries of discordant 
interests and imperfect plans. Algorithms, like genes, may predispose 
us to certain behaviors but their conditions of possibility always 
exceed any determination. Data is not pristine and uncontaminated 
but includes varying degrees of power, interest, and profit.

The Age of Anthropocene has shifted the former balance with 
nature to the dominance of culture. Human activity is now the major 
determinant shaping the planet. But humankind is also aware of its 
responsibilities to other life forms, including the non-organic. In 
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recognizing its multiple responsibilities, anthropos is transformed 
from being merely human to becoming post-human.

The second modernity is presently more inclusive, and 
anthropology remains a viable way of understanding contemporary 
aporias. Digital technology is a great facilitator. But the ultimate 
shape of social life lies within the social structure and its access to 
power, vested interests, and profit.  The Digital Age has opened many 
opportunities and, while the future remains unpredictable, we are 
better equipped to deal with its uncertainties.
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