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How to use this book



This book has been written and designed specifically for the new OCR A Level Sociology specification introduced for first teaching in September 2015.


OCR Sociology for A Level 2 covers the content required for:





•  Component 03 Debates in contemporary society of OCR A Level Sociology (H580).





Components 01 and 02 are covered in OCR Sociology for A Level 1.


To view the full specifications, and examples of assessment material, for OCR AS or OCR A Level Sociology, please visit OCR’s website: www.ocr.org.uk.


The content of this book, as well as OCR Sociology for A Level 1, covers all topic options in the new specification. Each chapter has a range of features which have been designed to present the course content in a clear and accessible way, to give you confidence and to support you in your revision and assessment preparation. It is important to remember that the linear A Level is more demanding than the AS, and to plan your studies accordingly.
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Each section starts with an activity that has been designed to get you thinking about the topic.
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Activity


Activities appear throughout the book and have been designed to help you develop your understanding and sociological skills.
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Sociological studies are summarised in these boxes. The studies included are not required by OCR but have been added to help develop understanding and support further discussion.
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Quick question


Quick questions are exactly that – questions to answer quickly that will help you think about, and understand, different topics in the book.
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Check your understanding


These questions have been designed specifically to help to check that you have understood different topics.
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Section summary


These boxes contain summaries of what you have learned in each section but we have left some blanks for you to fill in!
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[image: ] Practice questions


These have been designed to offer study practice.
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Glossary


Key terms in bold in the text are defined in the glossary at the end of the book.





Chapter 1



Globalisation and the digital social world
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Component 3 Section A
Globalisation and the digital social world


Content





1  What is the relationship between globalisation and digital forms of communication? Definitions of globalisation, developments in digital forms of communication in a global society, applying sociological theories including Marxism, feminism and postmodernism.



2  What is the impact of digital forms of communication in a global context? The impact of digital forms of communication on people’s identity, social inequalities, relationships and the impact of digital forms of communication on culture.
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1.1 What is the relationship between globalisation and digital forms of communication?
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What is globalisation?
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Look at the images above. Describe some of the effects of these changes. Think about: communication, shopping, travel.
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What is globalisation?


Globalisation is a much used term which has been interpreted in a number of different ways by different groups. This section explores some of the challenges of defining globalisation and offers some different definitions for discussion.


Globalisation is a word which is used to describe a process which has been going on for a very long time. In fact, it started when early humans began moving out of Africa around 1.8 million years ago to spread all over the world. As communication and transportation developed with greater efficiency, more and more groups of people became connected. The internet, which was created in 1983 led to some of the most significant advances in communication technology; it is easier for people to communicate with others instantly without being physically close to them.


As a result of globalisation, people who were previously uncontacted became part of a wider global society resulting in a whole array of consequences. For example, national boundaries become less significant, businesses are able to operate internationally and the economy now has a global dimension. It is important to acknowledge that globalisation is not an even process. While globalisation has occurred in many parts of the world there are other areas where people remain marginalised and excluded from the process, often suffering great inequality as a result.


Why the recent sociological interest in globalisation?


As you will probably have begun to understand, social change has always occurred to some degree, at varying speeds. However, Giddens, Duneier and Appelbaum (2005) suggest that if human history (about half a million years) were equivalent to a twenty-four-hour day, not much would have happened for the first 23 hours. Agriculture would appear at 11:56:30 pm. The great civilizations would appear at 11:57pm. We would see modern societies emerge at 11:59:30 pm. More change has taken place in the remaining 30 seconds than in the entire time that preceded this. They conclude that the trend is unmistakable: not only are societies changing, but the pace of change is accelerating beyond any pace previously recognisable.
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Activity


Uncontacted tribes
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At risk of extinction from disease and land loss, in the depths of the Amazon rainforest in Brazil live tribes such as the Awa, who for long periods of time have had no contact with the outside world. However this part of the world is rich in resources and the land is highly sought after by businesses. Globalisation has led to increasing demand for land, often due to the spread of transnational corporations (TNCs). For example, the high demand for timber products have led to legal and illegal logging, which caused the destruction of some habitats in the rainforest.


Brazil’s Amazon rainforest is home to more uncontacted tribes than anywhere in the world. There are thought to be at least 77 isolated groups in this particular area of the rainforest, according to the government. The Tribes’ decision not to maintain contact with other tribes and outsiders is almost certainly a result of previous disastrous encounters and the ongoing invasion and destruction of their forest home. For example, the uncontacted groups living in the state of Acre are probably survivors of the rubber boom (which occurred from 1879 to 1912), who managed to avoid having their way of life permanently changed.


Today these societies are fighting for their right to live in the area as western developers want to clear the forest for farming as well as extracting natural resources from the land. Interestingly, many uncontacted tribes may be forced to fight for their rights through new forms of communication to ensure that they can maintain their culture and lifestyle. For example, campaigns led by internet based organisations such as Survival International provide public, legal and practical support to these tribes. Often, this involves helping these groups win the right to lands which they have lived on for thousands of years, without any formal legal evidence of ownership.


Source: Adapted from www.survivalinternational.org





1  What effects has globalisation had on tribes such as the Awa?



2  How might digital communication be used to protect the rights of these groups?
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In the past few decades, sociologists have become increasingly aware of the need to understand the globalisation process and ensure that their explanations of the world need to encompass the causes and effects of the process. There has also been a growing interest because of the rapid advances in technology which have meant that the rate of globalisation has accelerated rapidly over recent years. However, Wiseman (1998) warns us that the term ‘globalisation’ can be misused and misunderstood and therefore needs careful consideration when it is being used and defined in sociology.


What are the problems with trying to define globalisation?


So far it is clear that globalisation is a complex process that involves a variety of social, economic and political factors, which may or may not be occurring in a uniform way everywhere. As well as this, there are those who suggest the effects of globalisation are generally positive whereas there are others who claim that the effects are generally negative for particular groups. For example, leading to the further reinforcement of inequalities in society. Other sociologists argue that the effects of globalisation are both negative and positive in different ways. Therefore it should be no surprise that attempts to define the process in a simple way is very difficult without revealing some assumptions about the view the person has of the process.


Below are some different definitions of globalisation:


The first definition can be seen to be problematic since it suggests that globalisation is occurring at the same rate everywhere at the same time. The second definition appears to suffer from the same problem, but does acknowledge the different aspects of globalisation which is perhaps more accurate. Neither of the first or the second definitions accurately defines the complexity of the process, and the way that is connected to technological advances. The third definition relates to one specific aspect of globalisation which underpins many of the other features of globalisation, namely increasing interconnectivity.
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Three different definitions of globalisation
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Table 1.1 A summary of some of the problems with defining globalisation
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Activity


Defining globalisation





1  Explain two problems with trying to define globalisation.



2  Which of the three parts of globalisation (cultural, economic and political) do you think is most significant, and why?



3  Write your own definition of globalisation. Did you find it difficult to do so and if so, why?
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Developments in digital forms of communication in a global society


The digital revolution


The digital revolution refers to the massive and rapid advances in technology which have transformed people’s lives over the past few decades. Society has moved from being based on analogue, mechanical and electronic technology to being based on digital technology and communication. The growth of digital technology over the past two decades has had huge impact on the way information is stored and communicated. This means that all new forms of communication are created by computer technology using internationally recognised programming systems meaning that it is possible that information can be shared everywhere around the world.


This section explores some of the features of advances in digital forms of communication in a global society. The speed of technological advances has been so rapid that sociologists are only just beginning to understand some of the effects of these changes. As well as thinking about these key developments it is also important to consider those who are not able to access digital forms of communication (we will discuss this further in the second part of the chapter).


These new forms of digital communication are sometimes known as new media. These fall into two categories.





1  Initially there is the extension and development of existing forms of media on various new platforms. For example, many newspapers have now got significant readership online as well as on paper. Another important way in which traditional forms of media have evolved is through satellite transmission, which has meant that people can now access television through cable or satellite. This form of transmission allows a much larger amount of information to be shown, meaning a whole range of television and radio stations transmitting simultaneously. For example, television can now be watched on demand rather than at set times.



2  The other way in which the media is ‘new’ is through new forms of platform, such as mobile phones, laptops and tablets which are used in various new ways and allow a number of different types of programmes, such as ‘apps’ or applications that help people communicate more easily and in much more novel and dynamic ways. These new forms of media are also used to help people manage their lives, relationships, shopping, diet, health and so on. These are often highly individualised, so that the person using them can adapt them to their own specific needs.
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Activity


Forms of media





•  TV on demand



•  podcast



•  facebook messenger



•  newspaper apps



•  apps like flappy birds, snapchat and instagram








1  Which forms of media listed above are new and which are an extension of traditional forms of media?
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The global village


Digital communication has led to an increasing volume of communication which does not involve face to face contact. This has led to the idea that as time and distance shrink, the world is becoming a much smaller place. This idea is sometimes known as the global village, which increases people’s ability to create and maintain social relationships both with people they already know or people who live far away, who they might only ever interact with online. The ease with which people can make contact with others who share similar interests from across the world means that it is much easier for people to maintain these interests. For example, people can search for particular online communities and interact with others who share similar interests and concerns. Indeed the relationships which people have on line with people may in fact be as significant as relationships that they enjoy offline.


Virtual communities


A virtual community is a social network of individuals who create an online community which may or may not reflect their offline lives. This community crosses geographical, political and social lines. These virtual communities are becoming increasingly complex and in some cases, very realistic. These allow people to share interests and create and transform their identities. There are many forms of virtual communities:





•  message boards



•  online chat rooms



•  virtual worlds



•  social networks



•  specific services communities (where people who share a specific type of knowledge or skills can share ideas)
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Virtual communities: Cybercity, Carter (2005)


The social anthropologist Carter (2005) explores the ways that digital forms of communication are used in creating and maintaining relationships in an increasingly globalised context. Carter conducted research in one particular virtual community which the author names Cybercity. Cybercity is a virtual community with over 1, 062, 072 registered users in June 2004. It has all the characteristics of a city. Carter spent three and a half years in her fieldwork from September 1999 to April 2001. She visited the community at least once every day and used a predominantly Western sample. Carter carried out participant observation and questionnaires as well as offline semi-structured interviews. Carter’s research illustrates how, for many people, cyberspace is just another place to meet people with similar interests.


She suggests that people in Cybercity are investing as much effort in maintaining relationships in cyberspace as in other social spaces. She asked three questions: What kinds of relationships are formed online? Do relationships formed online migrate to other social settings? How are real life and virtual life interwoven in terms of lived experiences? She was looking at friendship and how the trustworthiness and authenticity of these affect social relations. Carter found out that people who meet a person online do in fact often then continue these online friendships in their offline lives, by meeting them in person. Carter also argues that cyberspace is becoming increasingly embedded in people’s everyday lives.
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Activity


Global village





1  How does Carter’s study support the idea that we now live in a global village?



2  Using a simple world map, note where all of your friends live. How important is digital forms of communication in maintaining these friendships?
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Second life, Boellstorff (2008)


Millions of people around the world today spend large portions of their lives in online virtual worlds. Second Life is one of the largest of these virtual worlds. The residents of Second Life create communities, buy property and build homes, go to concerts, meet in bars, attend weddings and religious services, buy and sell virtual goods and services, find friendship, fall in love and all of these events are experienced through a computer screen.


Boellstorff, an anthropologist, conducted more than two years of fieldwork (from June 2004 to January 2007) in Second Life, living among and observing its residents in exactly the same way anthropologists traditionally have done to learn about cultures and social groups in the so-called real world. His home and office in Second Life was called Ethnographia. He conducted his research as the avatar Tom Bukowski, and applied the rigorous methods of anthropology to study many aspects of this virtual life. He used participant observation and interviews all inside the virtual world. He explores a range of issues including gender, race, sex, money, conflict and antisocial behaviour, the construction of place and time, and identity. Boellstorff shows how virtual worlds can change ideas about identity and society.


However there are some problems with this virtual world. What happens when participants commit actions which offline would be considered to be crimes? There is very little regulation of online behaviour, however, since 2007 Belgian police have begun ‘patrolling’ the virtual world of Second Life, after a user reported being raped within the game. Brussels police who investigated this case gave a statement to the press: ‘It is our intention to find out if a crime has been committed.’


More recent reports have revealed that prostitution/pornography has been occurring on Second Life, raising more issues of consent and regulation. There have been controversial responses to these potential ‘crimes’ for example, it has been suggested that it is now possible to buy ‘a rape add-on’, which makes your Second Life avatar able to attack other characters.


This raises serious questions about the moral regulation of online forms of communication, and thus far, laws and policies are a long way from being able to regulate and punish deviant behaviour.
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Activity


Online communities





1  Pick a virtual online community, such as Second Life. Carry out some research into:








•  The history of the community



•  The scope of the community, including how it is similar and different to the offline world



•  To what extent identity can be changed by the individual and in what ways?



•  How the online community is represented in the media, are there any controversies linked to the community?



•  How are boundaries maintained as part of the online community?
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What are social networks and how do these shape communication?


Until recently, many forms of social networks have existed in a face-to-face form. For example, people have different groups of friends who they might meet up with periodically, face-to-face. However the recent rapid increase in digital technology has led to a range of different forms of social networks which go beyond face-to-face to form virtual networks. In fact many people now form all types of different relationships online. Think about the types of social networks people have:





•  friendship groups



•  work networks



•  family networks



•  networks linked to hobbies, interests or religion





How does digital communication affect the way that people create and maintain social networks in employment?


As globalisation has accelerated, the way the economy and employment have changed is significant. People rely on the internet for creating and maintaining work based relationships, as well as finding and applying for jobs. This is so significant now that it could be argued that unless a person has access to digital forms of communication they are at a real disadvantage.


Networked global society refers to the idea that in the post-industrial society, the focus is on information as a result of new forms of communication. Those with the access to information create social networks, often which result in greater employability and hierarchical status. In other words, having relationships or connections with people and groups at a global level leads to material rewards, known as social capital.


One good example of this is the website LinkedIn. LinkedIn, founded in 2002 is a social network created for people to develop employment based connections. It is designed specifically to allow people to find a job. It now has more than 20 million users world wide.
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Quick question


Think of some ways in which employment based networks help people find a greater range of job opportunities.
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Network Society, Castells (2000)


Castells (2000) offers an interesting interpretation of the impact of digital communication drawing upon Marxist ideas. He claims that we are moving from the industrial age into an age defined by information. This significant change has occurred as a result of the evolution of new information technologies, particularly those for communication. Castells argues that although society remains capitalist, the focus has shifted from a focus on energy such as oil, gas and electricity, to a focus on information. This information is of central importance in determining economic productivity. Communications technologies allow for the removal of the issue of space and distance and for globalisation; the potential for rapid, multiple forms of communication also changes the relationship that people have with time: communication is instantaneous. Furthermore, while Castells explains that networks are not a new form of social organization, they have become a central characteristic of society. This is because communication technologies, such as the internet, allow for decentralisation of control, increasing the effectiveness of networks and hierarchical structures.


According to Castells, power now rests in networks. Some networks, such as that of financial capital, are global in scale. Networks also exist within and between businesses and can also be temporary, project-by-project. Resources, by which Castells means employees, consultants, and other businesses are brought together to work on a particular project, then dispersed and reallocated when the task is complete. The people at the bottom are those who, with nothing to offer the network, are excluded. These people include labourers and factory workers who are low paid and less able to invest in the development of their skills. They are likely to be poorly educated and have very little chance of social mobility.
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Activity


Networks





1  What is necessary today to create a social network?



2  What is the relationship between global networks and power?
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What is media convergence?


Media convergence refers to the way that a whole range of different kinds of information can be combined and delivered in one format. For example, videos, text and images can all be stored and accessed on one website. Media convergence also refers to the ways in which social media platforms are able to communicate with each other to share contacts, for example. So, someone is able to access information about their Facebook friends on Instagram, for example. This has also led to the convergence of various cultural ideas as well as economic markets becoming increasingly global rather than just national. Because digital forms of communication have developed most rapidly in the west, western capitalist ideas have become dominant across all forms of media. So, it follows that these ideas support and perpetuate capitalist ideas such as the pursuit of profit, private ownership and material objects being seen as important.


Imagine, for example, advertising when it is possible to advertise on a whole range of platforms and gain maximum engagement from your potential customer. The result is a much more effective advertising strategy and increased sales. The various combinations of different ideas has also led to the creation of new ideas and products which themselves have become successful as a result of media convergence. Boyle (2005) explains how the process of digitalisation allows media convergence. Boyle explains that these once separate forms of media can now be accessed through one device. For example, having a phone on which you can watch television programmes, films and also listen to the radio (as well as make phone calls). New digital media are also often highly interactive meaning that people can shape new forms of convergent media in individualistic ways.


What is Big Data? Understanding the data that is produced by digital forms of communication.


In the past, data, or information was stored on paper and available only to those few who had access to such information. This relied upon people being literate and being physically close enough to the information. Encyclopedias for example, were used by children to find out about different parts of the world whereas today, search engines such as Google can be accessed by many millions of children all over the world at the touch of a button.


Today, the way information is being collected and used has changed massively. Because of the internet and the increase in the volume of data being recoded and collected, there are now huge amounts of information about almost every area of social life.


Big data refers to extremely large data sets that may be analysed digitally and non-digitally to reveal patterns, trends and links, especially relating to human behaviour and interactions. This data is collected usually through commercial companies and other bodies.


There are several features of Big Data, which make it different to other forms of data that exist:





•  Volume – Many factors contribute to the increase in data volume. Information is now stored about online communications, purchases and transactions which produces a large amount of data which is stored for a possibly infinite amount of time. Unstructured data streaming from social media also forms another source of data and increasing amounts of information is being collected. In the past, excessive data volume was a storage issue, however as information has become possible to store digitally, there has been a decrease in the cost of storing it. As a result other issues have emerged, including how to decide what data is relevant and what can be discarded.



•  Velocity – Data is streaming at unprecedented speed and must be dealt with promptly.



•  Variety – Data today comes in all types of formats. Structured, numeric data in traditional databases as well as unstructured text documents, email, video, audio, stock market data and financial transactions.



•  Variability – In addition to the increasing velocities and varieties of data, data flows can be highly inconsistent. For example, where an event or idea is trending in social media it suddenly becomes widely popular and briefly high profile. Daily, seasonal and event-triggered peak data loads can be challenging to manage. This is even more so with unstructured data.



•  Complexity – Today’s data comes from multiple sources. And it is still an undertaking to link, match, sort and transform data across systems, as well as to connect and correlate relationships.





Big Data is ‘big’, not only in terms of the terabytes of storage space it can require, but in the number of people talking about it and the myriad of opportunities it presents. It’s debatable whether market research data can be categorised as Big Data. Some research (such as the GP Patient Survey) involves several million interviews but even this is not big or complex enough for many to consider it Big Data. Big Data analytics tends to focus more on the data trails or impressions we generate as we all communicate, consume and conduct our day-to-day lives; the (often digital) breadcrumbs we leave behind after any interaction.


What is social media and how does it relate to globalisation?


Social media refers to any form of digitally based platform for making, confirming or developing social networks which have a global reach, such as Second Life which was discussed above in relation to virtual communities. The first mass usage of social media networks was probably Cyworld, launched in South Korea in 1999 (Miller 2012). However the best known example is probably Facebook, which was the result of an experiment carried out by students as a way of connecting and communicating with each other at Harvard University. Within six years the site had half a billion users. Social media has many of the qualities of postmodern society; it allows its users to personalise their page, reflecting increased individualism.


The use of new social media has exploded in popularity, which can be seen from these statistics:





•  15 million users of Twitter in the UK in 2014, 80 per cent of whom use Twitter via their smart phones.



•  In 2014 there were 31 million users of Facebook in the UK, mainly used by 24–35 year olds. As Facebook has become more mainstream its growth has begun to slow down.



•  In 2013 Linkedin passed the 20 million users mark globally. This is a site where people can share their professional skills and create work based social networks.



•  In 2014, Pinterest and Instagram were the fastest growing forms of social media and they are more used by women than men.



•  Snapchat, launched in 2011, is hugely popular too. In 2014 its average age users were aged between 13 and 20 and 70 per cent are female.



•  According to Ofcom’s annual News Consumption study (2014) 41 per cent of the population use the net to keep up-to-date with current affairs.





Source: Adapted from www.socialmediatoday.com and www.ofcom.org.uk
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Activity


Trends in social media use





1  What do these statistics reveal about trends in the use of new social media today?



2  Discuss with a partner what the possible effects of people using new forms of social media more frequently are (more on this later in the chapter).
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Applying sociological theories to digital forms of communication
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[image: ] Getting you thinking …


What are the problems with trying to apply traditional theories to new forms of digital communication?
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Due to the fact that digital forms of communication have only recently emerged there have been relatively few attempts to interpret them theoretically. However this is an interesting and growing area of sociology. In this section we explore three key theoretical interpretations; Marxist, feminist and postmodernist.


The Marxist perspective


This perspective argues that digital communication is not new, simply a different version of other forms of communication whose effects have been exaggerated by postmodernists and other sociologists. This critical view, led by Cornford and Robins (1999) claims that there is a range of evidence to support this view.
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The continuation of power being concentrated in the hands of a few, Cornford and Robins (1999)


Cornford and Robins argue that digital communication is presented as a new form of democratic, open communication which can lead to greater equality in the creation and spread of new ideas and communication. In reality, however, they are doubtful of these claims and argue that the people who own and control the digital media are capitalists who not only want to make profit but also to ideologically control the masses. In the past, the ruling class owned the means of production, that is the factories and machinery which led to the production of goods to be sold for a profit. Today, power and money come from a variety of different sources, the media being one of these. The media includes the news and entertainment which are powerful in shaping the ideas of the population.


In many ways this reflects the changes recently seen in the general non-digital media where the media is owned by a smaller and smaller number of media moguls who influence the content and organisation of their media with their predominantly conservative values (Bagdikian, 2014).
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As we have seen there has been an increasing number of ways to access the media through digital devices such as mobile phones, tablets and computers, sometimes known as media convergence. For the owners of media companies this creates greater opportunities for cross fertilisation of ideas and marketing strategies, meaning that they can sell their media in a number of different formats, creating vast opportunities to make profit. Marxists would argue that this also means that the media has an even greater platform for shaping people’s ideas, encouraging people to accept capitalism and not question the inequalities that exist.


Therefore this approach argues that new forms of digital communication reinforce and maintain inequalities in society and ideologically control people in new and subtle ways.
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Activity


Media ownership


Murdoch media to control over a fifth of UK news consumption


The proposed merger of the media mogul Rupert Murdock’s media companies would mean that he controls over a fifth of UK news consumption. The question should not be focused on whether you like Rupert Murdoch but simply whether the companies he owns, News Corp/Sky are too large. Those who have dealt with Ofcom, the communications regulator grappling with the merger of Murdock’s major companies, say that the researchers are trying to understand the issue by producing some data that determines media power and dominance in the UK. As companies such as these are now available on a range of different hand-held devices, there is a growing sense that the media is playing a more and more powerful role in people’s lives.


Source: Adapted from The Guardian, Dan Sabbagh, 30th December 2010





1  How does this article support the Marxist view that the ownership of the media reflects capitalist ideology?



2  Why do you think it is a problem for the media to be controlled by so few people?



3  What implications does this have for digital media?
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De-regulation of the media and digital communication


One part of the critical argument has been the apparent lack of regulation in relation to digital communication. The fact that digital communication is mediated by private companies rather than the state means that there are few laws governing its moral responsibilities. There have been growing concerns about the lack of social control over what occurs as a result of digital communication, either in virtual reality or in people’s offline lives (see the figure on page 11).


Marxists would also argue that the internet and digital forms of communication are yet another method of surveillance, a form of subtle observation as a way to control and regulate people, in the interests of the wealthy. It is possible to argue that as there is little economic incentive for protecting vulnerable groups such as children and women online, little is done to prevent their exploitation.


Critics of capitalism and digital communication also argue that adults may be spending excessive amounts of time online, to the extent that the balance between sleep and screen based activities has now tipped. The typical adult spends eight hours and 41 minutes each day communicating or consuming media, including books and newspapers, and just eight hours and 21 minutes asleep (Garside, 2014). Marxists would suggest that the internet and digital communication is a way of entertaining people which presents no real threat to the existing capitalist society.


Digital communication provides a new form of surveillance


There have been recent concerns over the monitoring of personal digital communication between individuals by the state, see below for information on The Snowden Report. Alternatively, private companies gather information on people’s use of social media as well as their consumer habits and their ‘breadcrumbs’, which means their movements around the internet, often without the knowledge or consent of the person who is being monitored.


This has caused some to suggest that digital communication threatens individual liberty and freedom. Cornford and Robins argue that digital communication is simply a way of capitalism controlling people more subtly through their use of various social media under the guise of protecting people from extremism or criminal acts. This represents a huge challenge to people’s individual privacy, and has caused considerable controversy. These forms of surveillance are little understood by the consumer. For example, it is often unclear if or how the company owning the software program such as Facebook are collecting information on individual’s choices and decisions. It is even less clear what the rules are relating to personal information in digital communication since it is such a new issue. For example, what happens to the information we provide online? Are people fully aware of how it is used but the owners of the social media, or what their rules are on managing people’s private data?


Formal social control through the law has not yet fully caught up with the changes and is often ill equipped to deal with such problems. The prevailing lack of clarity over how personal information is being used is considered highly problematic by many critical sociologists and others.
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Activity


The Snowden Report
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In 2013 the US National Security Agency (NSA) specialist Edward Snowden revealed widespread misuse of surveillance of digital forms of communication. He provided evidence that the US and British government had been accessing personal and private communications claiming that it was in the interests of ‘national security’.


But the intelligence agencies dismiss such claims, arguing that their programmes are necessary and legal. Surveillance, they say, is essential to meet their overriding aim of protecting the public from terrorist attacks.


The debate has raged across time zones: from the US and Latin America to Europe and to Asia. Barack Obama cancelled a trip to Moscow in protest at Russian president Vladimir Putin’s protection of Snowden. Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff cancelled a state visit to Washington in protest at the US spying on her. Bolivian president Evo Morales’s plane was forced down in Vienna amid suspicion that Snowden was being smuggled out of Russia.


In Germany, a ‘livid’ Angela Merkel accused the US of spying on her, igniting a controversy that has seen the White House concede that new constraints on the NSA’s activities may be necessary. Meanwhile, in Britain, Prime Minister David Cameron accused the Guardian of damaging national security by publishing the revelations, warning that if it did not ‘demonstrate some social responsibility it would be very difficult for government to stand back and not to act’.


Source: Adapted from The Guardian, Ewen Macaskill and Gabriel Dance, 1st November 2013





1  What did Snowden’s revelations about the NSA show had been happening?



2  What were the effects of the revelations?
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Table 1.2 A summary of Marxist views on global forms of digital communication






Evaluation of Marxist ideas about globalisation and digital forms of communication


Despite the fact that Marxist ideas were developed over a hundred year ago, it is clear that they still offer an interesting way of looking at the role of digital forms of communication in a global context. Marxists argue that globalisation has led to the spread of capitalist ideology and as a result, new opportunities to make profit. Marxists are pessimistic about the role of digital communication, arguing that it simply offers a new and more sophisticated way for the ruling class to ideologically control and watch the working class masses. According to Marxists the owners of the media and new media companies alike use their positions to manipulate people into accepting society as it is.


The feminist view


Feminist views on digital communication include theoretical interpretations as well as practical and socio-political movement. This section explores the way in which feminists interpret the existing patterns in digital communication as well as exploring what they are doing to challenge and change these patterns.


Statistics reveal the following facts about gender and digital communication:





•  Women use social media slightly more than men, however, Pinterest and Instagram are overwhelmingly used by females – over 70 per cent are women.



•  Only 13 per cent of the contributions to Wikipedia are by women (New York Times, 2011)



•  The latest list of Britain’s top 100 influential Twitter users in 2013 contained just 17 women (Peer Index and The Independent).



•  This may reflect patterns in employment where women still represent under a fifth of IT managers, 21 per cent of computer analysts, and 14 per cent of software professionals (Cooper, 2013).



•  Linkedin the social network site for creating stronger and further reaching work based contacts has considerably more male users than women.
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Quick questions





1  What do these facts reveal about the use of digital communication and gender?



2  How might a feminist explain these patterns?
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Feminist theory and the digital


Feminist studies of the digital world are a relatively recent development in the field of digital humanities as a whole. Feminist views have emerged partly due to recent criticism of the digital to further patriarchal or dominant (hegemonic) discourses. Some of the research into gender and the digital world focuses on the exclusion of women from the history of technology and the use of technology to develop feminist ideas. Feminists challenge the male-dominated nature of digital media, emphasising the role of women, feminists, and cyber-feminists, (feminists whose interests lie in researching cyberspace, the internet and technology) in developing digital communication. They seek to challenge and overturn ideas such as the suggestion that men are the innovators of the internet and digital communication.


One of the earliest feminist discussions of the role of technology was by Haraway (1985) who wrote a ground breaking article entitled ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century’ in the Socialist Review. Haraway felt strongly that women should be included in all forms of knowledge relating to technologically based information, which appeared to be produced mainly by men. She argued that feminists must not be excluded from the technological advances that were taking place and instead, be part of them and inform them. Haraway’s manifesto argues that women cannot be essentialised, or, in other words, seen as sharing something essentially similar about what it means to be a woman. Rather, Haraway argues that what is considered to be female is highly politicised and socially constructed. She suggests that cyborgs, which are part-machine, part-human entities, might allow people to transcend or rise above gender-bound ideas of what it means to be a person. In other words, Haraway suggests that technological advances offer the possibility for women to create new forms of identity not bound by traditional ideas or dominant patriarchal discourses about gender.


In her later book Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (1991), Haraway uses the cyborg metaphor to explain how problems with feminism and capitalism might be overcome through greater understanding of identity through cyborg theory. Haraway is interesting therefore as she was among the first feminists to consider technology to be a way for women to become more empowered, offering possibilities beyond those which traditional social life can offer.
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Quick question


How might cyborgs enable women to overcome traditional forms of oppression?
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Activity


Social media use and gender





1  Using questionnaires or interviews, carry out some research in your class on the way girls and boys use different forms of social media and digital communication. Focus on:







    •  How much time people spend using new forms of digital media


    •  Which sites they use


    •  Why they use social media


    •  If girls or boys have different views on digital forms of communication








2  What did you find?



3  Does your evidence support the view that there is a gender divide in the way that girls and boys use digital communication differently?
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Today, there are a number of ways in which feminists are exploring the links between feminist theory and the digital global world. For example, Nakamura (2011) notes that women from a range of ethnic minorities are gaining an increasing presence in digital communication and this enables their particular interests. For example, there are support networks for women who might have been unable to access support previously. These networks offer practical and emotional support for women who are experiencing discrimination for example, The Everyday Sexism Project founded by Laura Bates.


Globalisation and the exploitation of women


Globalisation has had many effects, including new opportunities for criminals to exploit already vulnerable groups. As a result, women and children who were already at increased risk of exploitation are now at further risk of, becoming commodities to be bought, sold and consumed. The criminals involved include, for example, tourists, organised crime rings, traffickers, pimps, and those seeking sexual entertainment.


Women and children throughout history have been in a vulnerable position due to the fact that those who hold the power in terms of government and law-making have not made passing legislation to protect women and children a priority. Most feminists would argue that this is because men largely control governments and legal systems worldwide. Protecting women and children from exploitation has not only not been prioritised, but is exceedingly difficult as those who operate human trafficking networks do so as covertly as possible. The internet has made it easier for such activities to be organised in an unregulated digital world.


The global sexual exploitation of women and children that is accompanying globalisation is a human rights disaster. As national boundaries have become less significant, the illegal movement of people has become much easier to coordinate and as a result, people trafficking has risen. Arlaccki (1997), who led the United Nations efforts to fight organised crime, states that exploitation has been one of the most undesirable consequences of globalisation. Regrettably, he stated that this is not currently considered a priority by any country.


How is exploitation of women and children furthered through new forms of digital communication?


There are increasing concerns about the exploitation of children through various forms of digital communication. For example, the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP) play a leading role in protecting children, and in the year 2012–13 reported that:





•  790 children were subject to safeguarding or protection as a result of CEOP activity.



•  There were 18,887 reports relating to child sexual exploitation.



•  2,866 intelligence reports were sent to UK and overseas law enforcement agencies relating to individuals suspected of being involved in child sexual abuse.



•  192 people suspected of online child exploitation were arrested.





Some of the many negative impacts of exploitation of women include:





•  Physical, sexual, emotional abuse with both short and long term effects and implications.



•  The further commodification of women (women becoming something to be bought and sold).



•  The ability to share the eroticising of men’s violence towards women.



•  Objectification – women become increasingly regarded as objects without feelings, dignity or rights due to increased access to images depicting them in this way being easily accessed on the internet.



•  Sexualised violent imagery becomes seen as less serious as it is prevalent.



•  Viewing violence against women, such as exposing pictures of their ex partners naked, provides a new form of social control over women, which reflects the continuation of patriarchy which goes largely unchallenged. Few men are ever detected, found responsible or prosecuted. The lack of regulation in the digital world makes it even less likely for perpetrators to be found.
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Establishing Britain as a world leader in the fight against modern slavery, The Centre for Social Justice (2013)


This study reflects the result of research carried out by a range of academics on the nature and extent of slavery in the UK. The study takes evidence from over 180 individuals and organisations across all sectors involved. They conclude that slaves include UK nationals and those from abroad – who are exploited in the sex industry, through forced labour, domestic servitude in the home, and forced criminal activity. This exploitation takes place in factories, fields, construction sites, brothels and houses. Their research shows that a large proportion of cases are never recognised or reported, and do not appear in any statistics or measures of the size of the problem. This is not just a problem for women: the study reveals that in 2011, of the 2077 potential victims of modern slavery identified by the UK Human Trafficking Centre, 40 per cent of the individuals were male. This problem can no longer be viewed only as a manifestation of violence against women, and must be recognised as a significant issue for vulnerable men as well. Despite this, the majority of sexual exploitation continues to affect women; in 2011, 94 per cent of those identified as trafficked into sexual exploitation were women.





1  How might globalisation have lead to greater opportunities for the exploitation of women and children?



2  Explain why exploitation is difficult to research.
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Feminists acknowledge that men are also included in this exploitation, however they point out that that online forms of abuse reflect the rate and societal patterns already exsisting in society where overwhelmingly it is women who experience violence at the hands of men.


Therefore it appears that new forms of digital communication in fact not only allow for the reproduction of patriarchy but also offer new ways in which women, children and other vulnerable marginalised groups can be exploited. At present, despite attempts to punish these behaviours, much exploitation goes undetected and un-policed. This presents a real challenge to policy makers and law enforcement both locally and globally.


Apart from slavery, feminists also point out the ways in which digital forms of communication can offer new ways in which patriarchal ideology can exert further control over women. The types of sexual exploitation on the internet include: bride trafficking, sex tourism (where people visit parts of the world where sex can be bought with little risk of punishment) exchange of information on where to buy prostitutes and live sex shows through videoconferencing (Hughes 1999).


Because there is little regulation of the internet, the traffickers and promoters of sexual exploitation have rapidly utilised the internet for their purposes.


Practical responses by feminists


There have been practical responses to the perceived and real lack of women in digital communication. For example, through the work of FemTechNet, a network of scholars, artists, and students who work on technology, science and feminism in a variety of fields. Feminist academics write blogs about the structures in place that have kept women from engaging in digital humanities.


The fourth wave of feminism


Interestingly, there has been a revitalisation of feminist discourse through what is known as the fourth wave of feminism, which arguably emerged between 2000–2010, is defined by the importance placed on technology as a method for communicating and sharing ideas and plans. This has had a significant effect on many women who might previously have been unheard. Women in many parts of the world are not allowed to be educated or to express their views, making their thoughts part of a muted group.
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Table 1.3 A summary of feminist views on global forms of digital communication





New forms of digital global communication are being used as tools that are allowing women to build a strong, popular, reactive movement online. This is evidenced at all ages, for example, The Girl Guides organisation introduced a campaigning and activism badge this year and a survey of Mumsnet users found 59 per cent consider themselves feminists, double those who do not (Cochrane, 2013). Other examples of their activities include:





•  Ikamara Larasi, 24, started a campaign to address racist and sexist stereotypes in music videos, just as students began banning the hit Blurred Lines on many UK campuses, in response to its sexist lyrics.



•  Jinan Younis, 18, co-founded a feminist society at school, experienced online abuse from some boys in her peer group. She wrote an article about it that went viral. She is now helping out with a campaign to encourage feminist societies in schools countrywide.



•  Thousands more feminists raised their voices online. Bates and Chemaly were among those who set up a campaign against misogynist (sexist) pages on Facebook, convincing the owners of social media to change their moderation policies.





Source: Adapted from The Guardian, Kira Cochrane, 10th December 2013


This discussion alone illustrates the range of exciting new ways that feminism is responding to the rise of global digital communication. The fact that globalisation leads to the proliferation of a variety of different gendered identities means that digital communication can reduce the problem of women being essentialised (seen as sharing the same experience of being a woman). So, there are positive and negative effects of the internet on women – on the one hand it provides new ways for women to gather force in overcoming oppression, on the other hand, it leads to greater opportunities for the exploitation of women.


Evaluation of feminist views


Feminists are critical of the new opportunities that globalisation and digital forms of communication create to exploit women. They argue that some forms of new digital communication are simply an extension of the older forms of traditional methods which reflect patriarchal ideology. However, other feminists are optimistic and claim that these new forms of communication give rise to new ways of women being able to express themselves without falling into traditional assumptions about men and women, gender politics.


Postmodernism and digital global communication


Postmodernists explore the ways in which digital global forms of communication are emerging as a part of postmodern society. Postmodern society is very much linked to globalisation and the rapid technological progress that accompanies it. Rather than taking a position arguing that digital communication in a global context is positive or negative, postmodernists explore what is possible with new forms of technology and how it is being used. In essence, these new forms of communication reflect a shift towards greater individual choice. With the huge amounts of information sharing that is possible as a result of the internet, people have a greater scope for developing different parts of their identity as well as building a range of different social networks.
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Activity


Postmodernity


Think about the characteristics of postmodernism and consider ways in which they are linked to postmodern society. The first one has been done for you.
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Identity and digital forms of communication


In the past, the ‘self’ (the way we see ourselves) has been understood through interpretivist sociologists such as Mead and Goffman and then through the poststructuralist Foucault. More recently, postmodernism has attempted to make sense of how identity is created, negotiated and confirmed, including through technological advances. Global digital forms of communication offer a whole range of different ways in which identity can be created. The ways in which people use Facebook, for example, reveals much about how individuals create their own identity, how they see themselves and how others see them. Postmodernists, such as Collins (2005), suggest that to understand society, the chains of interaction between people must be understood. He suggests that by looking closely at how individuals construct their identity through social network sites such as Facebook, using a ‘micro’ sociological approach, it may be possible to learn about how people see the world around them. It is also interesting to consider the difference in people’s on- and offline lives. For example, Catfish a TV series was developed which follows the journey of couples who have formed an online relationship but have never met in person. Each programme tells the stories of people hoping to meet romantic partners online, and each hourlong episode is filled with mystery, surprises, and sometimes even shocking revelations as one partner discovers the difference between peoples on and offline lives.
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Activity


Online identity





1  Think about different platforms for global communication such as Twitter, Instagram and Facebook. How can these be used to create identity online?



2  Why might people create different identities online to their real identities?
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Facebook as a new form of autobiography?


Bjorklund (1998) explains that until recently, individuals have used autobiographies to describe their lives as they near the end of their life. However in a postmodern world, she suggests that people take a different view of defining the self. Digital forms of communication offer an ongoing autobiography which can be continually manipulated and updated. Facebook, she suggests, is like an autobiography in that it keeps a record of how people see their lives. Similarly, according to Hart (2011) individuals today are writing and rewriting their autobiographies on a daily basis, which reflect their own values and the values of their particular society. Identity, therefore is now created both online and offline, in multiple ways. For example, by posting a picture on Facebook the construction of the self occurs and from this, social networks are developed by finding similar like-minded friends. The effects of this use of social media are to some extent less known, and will need researching over the coming years before any definitive conclusions can be drawn. Case (2007) suggests that this can present a challenge especially to adolescents who in effect have two adolescences; one online and one offline. She claims that the nature of new social media makes it harder to remove mistakes as every interaction is visible, like an audit trail. For example, many people do not realise that much of what they say is stored by social media companies and is hard to remove or edit. This can cause tension and conflict between individuals, for example, resulting in disputes due to the disclosure of private information.


Some sociologists such as Elliot (2001) are pessimistic about the fragmented nature of identity as a result of sites such as Facebook, whilst others prefer to see new ways of seeing the self as only problematic when considered using ‘modern’ theories. Hart (2011) suggests for example that there is a tendency of traditional interpretations of the self to regard postings on Facebook as trivial or superficial. However if one is to take a postmodern approach, events on Facebook such as status updates can be understood as culturally significant as they reflect people’s feelings and actions in a particular social context. Therefore digital communication is an important way of exploring and understanding the complex ways in which identity is created.
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Quick question


According to some postmodernists, how is Facebook useful for understanding identity?
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Digital media and surveillance


As we have seen, some Marxists argue that digital forms of communication provide new and more sophisticated ways for the state and commercial companies to control people. Postmodernists also explore the role of digital media in acting as a form of surveillance. For example, the post structuralist Foucault (1977) argues that in fact surveillance is likely to become the most effective means of regulating behaviour and reducing crime in contemporary society. According to Foucault, a person who knows that they are being watched is less likely to commit a crime as their chances of being caught are that much greater. In a different yet interesting new way, people are controlled through increasing amounts of information being collected, building a profile of their behaviour. Supermarkets, for example, collect information about the tastes, preferences and habits of their customers through customer loyalty cards, and online shopping.
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Activity


Information gathering online





1  Think about a website that you have visited where you have brought something. What kinds of information might be gathered about you on the basis of your buy?



2  Were you recommended other similar products as a result?



3  What does this suggest about the kinds of information being collected about you?
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The Global Media Impact Study, Miller (2016)
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The Global Social Media Impact Study, led by Miller, aims to study and report on the use and consequences of social media for peoples all around the world. Using the ethnographic method, Miller and his team of researchers explore peoples social lives both on and offline.


The aims of the study are:





•  To carry out nine ethnographic studies, each of 15 months, in order to investigate how people actually use social media today.



•  To explore the impact of social media on people’s relationships, especially the family, gender roles, intimate relationships and friendships.



•  To examine how social media has impacted upon key issues such as politics and privacy.



•  To explore the way social media has been used within institutions such as education, commerce, the state and religion.



•  To provide insights on what an in-depth ethnographic study of social media might bring to social science more generally.



•  To consider the current state of the ‘digital divide’ and how social media relates to the problems of low income populations and their welfare.



•  To examine other possible welfare benefits, which in practice have ranged from the use of social media by the hospice movement in the UK to its impact on the restrictions traditionally experienced by women in certain societies.
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Activity:


Miller’s project


Find and visit the ‘Why We Post’ website and explore the project, including the online course available alongside the research, which explains the research and the main findings.





1  What are the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology of the project?



2  How does research into digital communication vary from traditional forms of research?



3  What is polymedia, and why is it important to include it in this research?
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Table 1.4 A summary of postmodernist views on global forms of digital communication





Evaluation


Each theoretical perspective takes a very different interpretation of the role of digital communication. It is clear that the digital communication needs to be understood within the context of the globalisation process. Although Marxists regard the changes as favouring the powerful, both feminists and postmodernists explore the way in which digital communication has positive and negative effects simultaneously.
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1  Identify two problems with defining globalisation.



2  What does homogenisation mean?



3  What is meant by the following terms and give an example of each:







    a  Global village


    b  Social capital


    c  Media convergence








4  Why have new forms of social media given rise to greater levels of exploitation?



5  What does the ‘commodification of women’ mean?



6  What are the two different views that feminists have about new forms of digital communication?



7  What is the Marxist view of digital communication?



8  How are postmodernist views on digital communication different to Marxist views?
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Make a copy of the following passage and fill the spaces using the words listed below.


___________, the process whereby space and distance have become compressed, is a complex concept which is difficult to define. This is partly because its effects are _________and broad, including cultural, _________ and political changes. What is certain, however, is that the development of digital communication accelerated globalisation, so dramatically that it is now known as a digital revolution. This has been assisted through ___________________________ where different forms of digital communication are increasingly combined on the same device, which has led to innovative and effective forms of communicating with people all over the world. One effect of this is that global social _________ are increasingly important in providing people with _____________. Those without access to new forms of digital communication find themselves disadvantaged and possibly ___________ as a result.


There have been attempts to interpret these changes through different theoretical perspectives. There are those who regard the relationship between globalisation and digital forms of communication as making some positive contributions to social life such as some ________ and___________. However there are others who disagree and argue that in fact, digital communication within globalisation has led to new ways of reproducing inequalities in society, such as ___________.


marxists, feminists, globalisation, uneven, postmodernists, networks, marginalised, economic, media convergence, social capital
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1.2 What is the impact of digital forms of communication in a global context?
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1  What are the benefits of digital communication?



2  What are the negative effects of digital communication?



3  Make a list for each and compare them; do the strengths outweigh the benefits?



4  How might it be a challenge for sociologists to fully understand if there are more benefits or negative effects?



5  In terms of your own life, would you say that digital forms of communication are more beneficial or do they have more negative effects?
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So far this chapter has explored the various characteristics of digital forms of communication within a global context. This section begins to explore the effects of global communication which are complex and as you will now know, occur at different rates in different places.


Despite being heralded as a more democratic way of sharing information and communicating, new social media appears to reflect some already exiting social inequalities in society as well. This section explores the ways in which different groups interact with digital communication and what effect this may have on their on and offline lives.


Identity


Technological advances have made it possible for there to be a much greater capacity of information passed to individuals in their own homes, workplaces and during their leisure time. This means that people have a greater range of choices and information on different lifestyles and cultures all over the world. This has without doubt given rise to a much wider range of resources through which to develop identity. For example, if a person wished, they could easily discover religious practices from other areas of the world and share these traditions with people all over the globe, without needing to find a group nearby.


Globalisation and the proliferation of technological advances, coupled with other wider changes in society such as increasing affluence in some parts of the developing world have also meant that traditional sources of identity such as social class in the UK have become less clear. The blurring of lines between different social classes by no means results in a more equal society: inequalities still exist. However ethnicity or gender may have become a more important factor in defining a persons’ identity than social class, for example. Of course, many of the changes linked to identity are increased by the increase in migration or population movement that accompanies globalisation.


Identity as chosen and not given


The emergence of online identities or avatars as they are sometimes known provides people with the opportunity to decide which kinds of identity and appearance that they might like to choose, as opposed to certain characteristics such as gender and class, which are often (but not always) given. The kinds of identity that people want to take on and the ways that they represent themselves reveals important information about the individuals and attitudes in wider society. If you remember from the previous section, the feminist Haraway explained how cyborgs could offer women the chance to transcend their gender to avoid traditional assumptions about women and allow them to engage differently with others online.
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We are all cyborgs now, Case (2007)


According to Amber Case (2007) because people’s use of technology is so embedded in their daily lives, they are becoming cyborgs. By this she means that people are part human part machine. She argues that the way that people interact with technology defines their identity. In her study of the effects of mobile phone use, Case argues that people are now in a post modern era much more able to select and develop different aspects of their identity in a global rather than a local context. Case regards this as potentially beneficial, but warns about the dangers of digital communication which results in a trail of information about someone that can be difficult to remove. For example, the usual mistakes made in adolescence (such as saying the wrong thing, or acting inappropriately) are recorded through digital media, whereas in the past such errors were not as visible.
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In online settings such as social network sites, chat rooms, or discussion groups, identity processes are complicated because many identity cues (such as gender or age) are masked and can be selectively shared, withheld, or misrepresented. In these and other online contexts, identity is essentially constructed by the user. Individuals can adopt multiple online personalities, and online activities often leave visible traces which can be captured, tracked, packaged, and shared (Ellison, 2013).


People’s online identities continue to overlap with their offline lives, sometimes with positive or negative effects. For example, the UK’s first youth police and crime commissioner, Paris Brown, resigned from her post following criticism of messages she posted on Twitter. Police investigated Paris Brown following investigations into tweets she posted between the ages of 14 and 16 which could be considered racist and anti-gay.
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Activity


Achieved and ascribed characteristics





1  Which parts of your identity are chosen (achieved) and which are given (ascribed)?



2  Why might people want to choose an alternative identity to their offline identity?



3  What are the benefits and problems with being able to choose your own identity?
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Age and digital communication


Age has a considerable effect on the way is which digital communication is used.


The Ofcom Report (2014) revealed the following patterns.





•  More UK adults, especially older adults, are now going online, using a range of devices.



•  Privacy and security attitudes and behaviour continue to vary considerably by age group.



•  Over eight in ten (83 per cent) of adults now go online. Nearly all 16–24s and 25–34s are now online (98 per cent), and there has been a nine percentage point increase in those aged 65+ ever going online (42 per cent vs. 33 per cent in 2012).



•  The number of adults using tablets to go online has almost doubled; from 16 per cent in 2012 to 30 per cent in 2013. While almost all age groups are more likely than previously to use tablets, the use by those aged 35–64 has doubled, while use by 65–74s has trebled; from 5 per cent to 17 per cent. This undoubtedly means greater use of digital communication.



•  Six in ten UK adults (62 per cent) now use a smartphone, an increase from 54 per cent in 2012.



•  Gaming has grown in popularity, driven by older age-groups and mobile phones.



•  Compared to 2012, those aged 45–54 are twice as likely to play games over the internet (18 per cent vs. 9 per cent).



•  65 per cent of men and 48 per cent of women age 18–34 use Wikipedia, compared with 40 per cent of men and 28 per cent of women age 35+.



•  Two thirds (66 per cent) of online adults say they have a current social networking site profile.
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Activity


Age and technology


Six-year-olds understand digital technology better than adults


The average six-year-old child understands more about digital technology than a 45-year-old adult, according to a new report. The introduction of broadband in the year 2000 has created a generation of digital natives, the communication watchdog Ofcom says in its annual study of British consumers. Born in the new millennium, these children have never known the dark ages of dial up internet, and the youngest are learning how to operate smartphones or tablets before they are able to talk.


The report suggests that as a result, younger generations are shaping digital communication. Children are developing fundamentally different communication habits from older generations. While half of all adults claimed to know a lot about smartphone and tablet apps, nearly half had never heard of Snapchat, the picture messaging service launched in 2011, which is overwhelmingly used by people under the age of 25.


The most remarkable change is in time spent talking by phone. Two decades ago, teenagers devoted their evenings to monopolising the home telephone line, dissecting love affairs and friendships in conversations that lasted for hours. For those aged 12 to 15, phone calls account for just 3 per cent of time spent communicating through any device. Today’s children do the majority of their remote socialising by sending written messages or through shared photographs and videos. “The millennium generation is losing its voice,” Ofcom claims.


Source: Adapted from The Guardian, Juliette Garside, 7th August 2014





1  What does this article suggest about the generational difference in the use of digital communication?



2  What effects might this have on young and older people’s offline lives?



3  How would cultural pessimists such as Marxists interpret this article?
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Source: Adapted from Zeendo.com





The sociologist Boyle (2007) argues that with each successive generation, the greater the reliance on and use of digital communication. So much so, that this has contributed to the idea that there is a ‘digital generation divide’ between the old, who are less likely to use digital communication and the young, who are very proficient and reliant on it.
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Quick question


Why do you think young people are more likely to use digital forms of communication?
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Boyle argues that the generational divide is not particular to digital communication, but can be seen within the media more generally, with younger generations taking an interest in different forms of music such as rock and pop while adults prefer alternative types of music and taste in art and so forth. Boyle also suggests that young people are more receptive to learning new skills demanded by new forms of technology and communication. It may also be because young people are perhaps more keen to explore and assert their emergent adult identities and digital communication can be the most effective way to do this. Young people are likely to place greater importance on their peer group and social networks, which are highly influential in their lives during their adolescence, which may be another reason why they are more likely to use digital forms of communication.


Another factor to consider is that some (but by no means all) is that parents are spending more money on their children. For example it now costs on average £230,000 to raise a child to the age of 21 (Centre of Economic and Business Research with London Victoria, 2015). Therefore, young people today have much greater access to expensive phones, tablets and laptops which enable them a wide range of ways in which to engage with digital forms of communication. In the past, not only did people have less money to spend on their children, but there were simply less technological devices available.


The other obvious reason why younger people are more likely to be users of digital communication; they have more free time on their hands as they generally have less responsibilities such as jobs, caring responsibilities and duties and therefore the immediacy of the communication means that it is possible for them to communicate with many different people in a highly effective way. It is also true that adults are spending increasing amounts of their free time on new forms of social media, but their free time amounts to proportionally less than that of young people and teenagers.
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Activity


Impacts of digital communication on young people





1  Sort the following statements into negative and positive categories.
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2  Once you have done this, write a one page essay about the positive and negative effects of digital communication on young people.
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Older users of the internet, Berry (2011)


Berry carried out research on secondary data focusing on the way older people use the internet. His research findings reveal that among those who do not have access to the internet, most people cite non-material reasons such as lack of skills or lack of interest to explain why they are not online. Other research has highlighted the psychological barriers preventing older people from accessing the web. These reasons appear to be more significant than material factors such as cost or lack of physical infrastructure. Older people who do use the internet tend to do so less frequently than younger people. The ONS data shows of all internet users log on every day, while only 59 per cent of older users (above 65) do this.


Berry notes that there has been content designed specifically to encourage older people to use the internet, based on the use of accessible web design. For instance, the website Finerday is a social network designed to encourage older people to use it: it has a number of the functions of other networks such as Facebook, but with high contrast colours, large font and a simplified format.





1  How might the term ‘digital divide’ be applied to older people?



2  What are the main reasons for older people not using the internet?
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Older users of digital communication


According to recent research findings, 79 per cent of households below the state pension age have internet access, while only 37 per cent of households above the state pension age do so. This difference gives rise to the notion of the digital divide, between those who enjoy access to the internet and those who are excluded (Berry, 2011).


Evaluation


Things are changing, and older generations are beginning to use digital forms of communication much more frequently. This may be because they may have taken longer to acquire the skills which are necessary to use them. It might also be because people are becoming aware of the need to use digital forms of communication for work, for example, as a way to create social networks. It might also be because of increased affluence, that some people can afford to buy various devices today which they may not have been able to previously. Another reason might be that the wide range of ways in which digital communication is being used means that there is greater appeal for older people, for example, online shopping, lifestyle applications and so forth, meaning that they have more practical appeal.


Social class and digital communication


Digital communication relies upon various devices through which the internet can be accessed. These devices are expensive, need maintaining and regular updating. For example, tablets can cost over five hundred pounds and monthly internet connection fees are on average £15, a month. Further there are areas of the country where access to high speed broadband connection is possible whereas in other parts of the country it is not available. There is considerable consumer choice and competition, for example, owning the latest phone or tablet has become seen as important by many. For those who cannot afford these items, known as the digital underclass, this results in even greater disadvantage and less social capital. This is because:





•  Social networks are largely dependent on digital communication.



•  Education for children now relies a lot on digital communication, thus disadvantaging many children who cannot afford to have smartphones or access to the internet.



•  A knowledge gap is created between those who have access to the internet and can quickly access information, services and ideas and those who cannot.



•  People may feel inferior or lacking because they are not sharing in digital forms of communication.



•  Information shared through digital communication can shape cultural ideas and if excluded from this people may feel removed from what is happening in society.





There have been a number of studies around the world which have found evidence of a digital divide based along the lines of social class.
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The digital divide, Mertens and D’Haenens (2010)


Mertens and D’Haenens (2010) found in their study of the digital divide in Brussels that lower social class was linked with lower internet use (81 per cent are users, compared to 94 per cent of middle class). Moreover, individuals with low social class tended to focus their technology use on entertainment rather than knowledge and information (79 per cent owned game consoles, compared to 65 per cent for higher social class). While they originally sought to measure digital inequality by ethnicity and gender, they found that social class is the most powerful social variable. In reality, this relationship between social class and use of the internet and digital media may be even greater than the research suggested because of embarrassment to admit low status, although the questionnaire was anonymous. Similar results are found in digital access divides in Latin America (Brazil and Uruguay), which showed that social class was more important than other factors such as age, gender and education level.





1  Describe the patterns in relation to social class and use of the internet



2  How do the working class use the internet differently compared with the middle class according to this study?
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Activity


Access





1  In pairs think about who might be less likely to have access to the internet in the UK.



2  Make a list of all the different ways this might affect them negatively in terms of







    a)  education


    b)  health


    c)  employment


    d)  leisure


    e)  maintaining relationships








3  Describe the barriers to people’s use of the internet and how these might be overcome.
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Gender and digital communication
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Source: Pew Research Centre’s Internet and American Life Project Tracking Surveys, May 2008 – May 2013, from socialmedialondon.co.uk, adapted from socialmedialondon.co.uk





Gender differences reveal interesting patterns about the different ways in which men and women engage with digital communication. Earlier in the chapter we discussed some feminist theoretical interpretations of the gender divide in relation to digital communication (see page 12). Statistics reveal the following about gender and digital communications in the USA:





•  Younger women are much more likely to use digital forms of communication to maintain social relationships: 42 per cent of women use social media to stay in touch, compared with 34 per cent of women age 18–34.



•  Younger users (particularly men) use social media for a wider variety of reasons other than maintaining relationships, particularly entertainment (28 per cent).



•  Younger women spend the least amount of time using social media to find information (16 per cent).



•  Women have an average number of 394 posts on Facebook and 69 per cent of Facebook gamers are women, again outnumbering the men.



•  In each month in 2014, 40 million more women visited Twitter than men and among the top 50 brands followers on Instagram, 53 per cent were woman. Google+ was 64 per cent male user based and 25 per cent of men watched a video daily on YouTube.
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Activity


Gender and social media





1  Carry out some research in pairs on the ways in which the use of social media is affected by gender, using interviews or questionnaires.



2  In your research make sure that you investigate the different ways that boys and girls vary in their use of e-mails, social network sites and games to highlight any patterns.



3  Write a report on your findings, suggesting some reasons for the results using the following concepts:







    a)  patriarchal ideology


    b)  gendered socialisation


    c)  gender stereotypes
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Attitudes towards the internet and computers, Li and Kirkup (2007)


Li and Kirkup (2007) investigate differences in use of, and attitudes toward the internet and computers generally for Chinese and British students, and gender differences in this cross-cultural context. Using a sample of 220 Chinese and 245 British students, they carried out a self-report survey questionnaire. They found significant differences in internet experience, attitudes, usage, and self-confidence between Chinese and British students. Most significant however, were the gender differences that were also found in both groups. Men in both countries were more likely than women to use email or chat rooms. Men played more computer games than women. Interestingly, men in both countries were more self-confident about their computer skills than women, and were more likely to express the opinion that using computers was a male activity and skill. Gender differences were higher in the British group than the Chinese group. The study illustrates the continued significance of gender in students attitudes towards, and use of computers, within different cultural contexts.





1  What does this study reveal about gender and the use of digital communication?



2  Name a potential problem with self-report questionnaires.
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Location and digital communication


Evidence about the use of the internet in different parts of the world reveals interesting patterns of access, which may partially help to explain the uneven distribution of globalisation. In general, more developed affluent countries have greater access to and consumption of the internet, which comes as no surprise.
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Activity


Internet usage
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Internet usage worldwide 2015


Source: Adapted from Internet World Stats 2015








1  How might you explain the patterns above?



2  Explain some of the effects of these patterns.
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Table 1.5 A summary of the way different groups interact with digital communication.





How has digital communication affected people’s relationships?


As a recently emerging phenomenon, digital forms of communication are having a range of effects on people’s relationships, yet much is to be learnt about what these effects are and if there are any general patterns emerging. There are two issues worth thinking about here: how do new forms of digital communication affect both the quality and also the quantity of relationships.
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