Understanding Digital Culture

Introduction

globalisation and the new configuration of telecommunications infrastructure which
enables that process.
As discussed in Chapter 2, the infrastructures of digital communications were· not
only developed to enable a particular set of economic initiatives (the need to globalise
in search of profit), but also encouraged those initiatives at the same time. In turn, this
infrastructural base provides a framework under which new forms of organisation, rela
tionship and experience (culture, including virtual cultures) can emerge. In Chapter 4,
the significance of infrastructure is perhaps most apparent in the discussion of digital
divides and the role that mobile phone infrastructures are playing in the African context.
The creation of mobile communications technologies and infrastructures that sup
port mobility has become a significant and increasing factor of contemporary life (Urry,
2000). Indeed, demands for mobility in many respects have been put forward as a pri
mary impetus in the development of ITCs and their subsequent adoption and use. This
is the case both in terms of production, with a demand for a more flexible, efficient and
productive labour force (see Chapter 2), and in consumption, with increasing access to
consumers and ease with which consumers can purchase and use (especially media)
goods (see Chapter 3).
We all experience the increasing mobility of information technology in our use of an
array of digital devices: mobile phones; PDAs; WiFi-enabled laptops and notebook com
puters; iPod's and many others. The most popular of these devices, mobile phones, have
evolved through a series of generations, which have seen them move from instruments
of purely voice communication, to ones that include SMS text, as well as image produc
tion and consumption, to their current state (typified by the iPhone) of embodying a full
set of multimedia technologies, and full-blown access to the web.
These mobile technologies help to support certain ways of living that were intended
by their inventors. However, this relationship is far from straightforward. No-one would
have intended, nor expected, that the telecommunication structure of global capitalism
would be used to buy and sell virtual clothing and sexual aids for avatars in the virtual
world of Second Life (Meadows, 2008), and no-one would have expected the mobile
phone infrastructure of the Philippines to be used as a way to send text messaged to
God (Roman, 2009). Still, the notion of ICTs as an enabling (and now, thanks to mobile
technologies, ubiquitous for many) infrastructure is something that readers should con
sider throughout this book. In some ways, it's difficult to imagine how digital culture
can become much more 'mobile'. But it can.
In another example, recent innovations in computing infrastructure in the form of
cloud computing have the potential to greatly increase mobility by unburdening com
putational devices from the need to maintain their own locally-installed software and
storage capabilities. Cloud computing is a fundamental shift in how networked com
puters operate. At the moment, most networked computing uses an extremely decen
tralised infrastructural model. People are in the possession of powerful devices (such
as PCs), which have their own individual sets of software installed on them, and have
large amounts of storage capability to be able to run software as well as store data for
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the individual. In the cloud computing model, data storage, software provision, server
provision and the maintenance of all these is centralised to a provider whose business
is the maintenance and provision of these infrastructures. The provider then allows
individual customers to use them, much in the same way �s an electric utility company
allows individuals access to a centralised power supply (Carr, 2008).
What this means practically is that individuals and organisations are freed from the
costs and responsibility of buying software that may or may not be used very much, and
the maintenance and security of that software, as well as the need to replace computers
and devices which go out of date two years after their purchase. Organisations are also
potentially freed from the burden of having to buy and maintain server systems. What
this means conceptually is that individual devices have the freedom to be less powerful,
because there are fewer demands on storage and computing power. Devices instead
become more reliant on strong network connections to be able to use and access cen
tralised software and data. These devices have the potential to be smaller, cheaper, eas
ier to use and, perhaps most importantly, more compact and mobile. Cloud computing
may have the potential to enable new ways of living but how, when, and in what matter
this is realised is a matter for 'culture' to decide.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

9

7

DIGITAL IDENTITY
I am therefore, precisely speaking, only a thing which thinks,
that is to say, a mind, understanding, or a reason, terms whose
significance was hitherto unknown to me. I am, however, a real
thing and really existing; but what thing? I have already said it:
a thing which thinks. (Descartes, 1968 [1637]: 105)
The hypermediated self is a network of affiliations which are
constantly shifting. It is the self of newsgroups and email.
(Bolter and Grusin, 2000: 232)
The two quotes above occupy two completely different worlds when it comes to discussions
of 'identity' or 'the self'. The first passage by Descartes, begins from what would seem
to be the most certain of philosophical positions: that the one thing that can be relied
upon and that is beyond doubt, is the disembodied self as a thinking entity:
But now I come back imperceptibly to the point I sought; for,
since it is now known to me that, properly speaking, we per
ceive bodies only by the understanding which is in us, and not
by the imagination, or the senses, and that we do not perceive
them through seeing them or touching them but only because
we conceive them in thought ... (Descartes, 1968(1637]: 112)
Descartes' proposition of radical scepticism, that all things are in doubt apart from the
existence of one's own thinking mind and that all else emanates from this one certainty,
was the cornerstone in a Western cultural tradition that still emphasises the notion of
'mind/body dualism', where the 'mind' or 'self' is seen as inherently separated from
the material world around it, including the body. Since the existence of the mind is the
one thing that can be counted upon in an otherwise contingent material world, implicit
within this view is the further assumption that this disembodied self must be a consistent,
stable, (hopefully) rational, entity.
The tradition of what Gergen (1996) and many others refer to as psychological
essentialism in Western culture can be traced back even further to the ancient Greek
philosophers such as Aristotle - who argued the superiority of 'mental life' - and Plato,
who suggested that it was essences or 'pure forms', not the substances of the material
world, which possessed the highest level of reality and that things in nature, including
humans, were imperfect versions of such ideal concepts. An example of a 'pure form'
would be a perfect circle. No one has ever seen one, but it exists as an ideal form, of
which all circles in the material world are pale imitations.
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