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Developments in digital forms of communication in a global society
D: Hello and welcome to today’s podcast.  Today we are going to be discussing developments in digital forms of communication in a global society. Joining me today is my friend Han.

H: Hold up Damo, let me just take a photo of the two of us together as I want to share it on Instagram.  
D: Put your phone away just for a moment Han!  Although I suppose it is part of the digital revolution - the massive and rapid advances in technology that are transforming people’s lives.  

H: Wow, sounds major!

D:  It is; there have been massive technological changes that have happened at a blistering speed.  We are seeing two types of new media: Firstly, there has been an extension of existing forms of media – so for example newspapers can now be read online, or you can get TV on demand instead of waiting for the scheduled program to start.  

H: Whoop! Tell me about it – bring on back to back New Girl!!

D: Quite.  Secondly new media has developed new forms such as apps which mean people can interact and engage in different and more meaningful ways.

H: (Singing) Cos I’m appy! 

D: That’s quite enough.

H: I do love apps though – I do my shopping on them, check how many steps I’ve taken and look at potential people to date.  Which reminds me, I swiped left on that guy with those gorgeous brown eyes the other day and…

D: Enough of the love life!  So it’s pretty impressive that this can all be done through your phone and is something that never could have happened 10 years ago, hence the digital revolution.  

H: I don’t think I could manage without my phone – it’s my lifeline.  Did you know I’ve got 10000 followers on twitter?  #popular #justsaying

D: #shallow more like.  But what you raise is a real fundamental point – the idea that we are now all part of a global village.  This is where we increasingly communicate in non-face to face ways so that we maintain relationships with people far away.  The world effectively becomes a small place. 

H: It’s just so super quick and easy – it’s like all my facebook friends ‘get me’.

D: What you’re describing there is a virtual community – a social network of individuals that create an online community – this can cross geographical, political and social lines.

H: So I could be friends with a Hungarian Conservative Vampire?

D: Yes you could, particularly if you both shared the same interest, which in your case would be watching ‘Keeping up with the Kardashians.’

H: You’ve gotta love that show

D: Or maybe not

H: But you have?!

D: Or maybe not.

H: But…

D: Maybe not!  Anyway the social anthropologist Carter did a great study on virtual communities, particularly around one community called Cybercity. She used participant observation to become part of the over 1 million strong community. She found that this virtual community or cyber space was really becoming an embedded part of people’s everyday lives.

H: So you can only be part of a virtual community when you are in a virtual world?

D: Not at all – there are lots of ways – message boards, online chat rooms, social networks.  Just think of all the things that people have in common and how they come together online in virtual communities?

H: You mean like how as an A-Level student you might try and predict sociology questions with other students on the Student Room.

D: Exactly – inaccurately predicting questions is the one thing you all have in common! 

H: I’m starting to get the benefits of this digital revolution.

D: That’s not the half of it – think about the potential power of being part of a digital social network?

H: I can get 100 likes of my Facebook profile in under a minute?

D: Certainly quick but think about real power. Social Networks can have a massive impact from the way we shop, find work, even find love! Networked global society refers to the idea that in the post-industrial society, people who have access to social networks will ultimately have more social capital.

H: Right you’ve lost me there – something about a postbox in a capital city?

D: Let’s work it out – have you ever heard the phrase it’s not what you know…

H: ….it’s who you know!

D: Exactly – the idea that sometimes knowing the right people can get you ahead in life – that essentially is social capital.  In the past (puts on posh voice) traditional business men would seal a business deal on the golf course!

H: (in posh voice too)… and then celebrate with some bubbly at the bar, keeping the relationship all cosy!

D: But in fact that doesn’t have to happen anymore.  Instead, because of the networked global society we can now develop social capital online.  Take the website LinkedIn for example.  You can upload your CV and develop relationships to get ahead in your career?

H: So I don’t have to wear silly golf trousers anymore?

D: Exactly!  The great sociologist Manuel Castells described an interesting theory that he called The Network Society.  Coming from Marxist ideas, Castells argued that we are moving from a focus on commodities such as oil, gas and electricity to a focus on information.  For Castells the real power lies in the networks that exist via digital communication that maintains capitalism.  For example, the entire financial services industry is essentially just loads of computers shifting numbers around the world. However, this network is so effective it generates a lot of wealth for the elite.  At the same time it marginalises low paid factory workers.

H: I guess Castells is saying that information generated and maintained by social networks is becoming pretty powerful and another tool of the Bourgeoisie.

D: Spot on!

H: I surprise myself sometimes!

D: Can you spell Bourgeoisie?

H: mmmm B…. (mumble mumble mumble) 

D: Maybe you can make that your ‘what’s on your mind’ status on Facebook?

H: Check you out Damo! You might even get your own account soon?!

D: Well social media is becoming pretty popular – almost everywhere.  Social media refers to any form of digitally based platform for making, confirming or developing social networks.

H: Thanks for the definition brains but I think I know a lot more about it then you do!

D: I had a MySpace account once!

H: Is that it! There are 15 million Twitter users in the UK, 1.5 billion Facebook users in the world and 400 million people use Instagram. This is the real digital revolution – you want to see action - you want to see speed - just remember how quickly the selfie of Ellen Degeneres and Hollywood stars at the Oscars got retweeted. 

D: You’re actually pretty knowledgeable on this!

H: Of course!  I love having the opportunity to be in contact with so many people word-wide! 

D: I suppose we could become internet sensations ourselves?

H: Yes we could create a vlog!  You know a video version of a blog!  I mean we are interesting and I’m sure millions of people would want to watch us and hear our opinion on life!

D: I suppose becoming an internet sensation could be pinnacle moment in my life.  People could download us from their phones anywhere in the world – which actually brings us to our last concept quite nicely - the idea of media convergence. 

H: Con what?

D: Media convergence - the way a whole range of different kinds of information can be combined and delivered in one format.  So, on a website you might get videos, text and pictures all in one place.  The sociologist Boyle suggests that we can see the convergence or coming together of media through the devices you use to access the media.  For example, I’ve seen you use your phone to watch TV, listen to music, access Facebook - and maybe once in a while make a phone call.

H: I use my phone countless times throughout the day - I cannot imagine being without it!

D: So media convergence and the combining of different media are now very common and just very easy.   We’ve grown up with it, but remember it’s all relatively new – imagine, our parents would have to of arranged their social life using a phone that had a cable! They would have watched a TV that probably only had 4 channels, played music on a CD player, and they would have gone into town every time they wanted to buy something as there was no such thing as online shopping!

H: I’m actually feeling sorry for my parents!  But look D, I must go now – I’ve got photos from last weekend to share and I want to post a reply to this forum discussion on the best way to shape your eyebrows like Kylie Jenner’s 

D: Ok Han, important stuff! #byefornow 

Possible questions for discussion:

1. How quickly has technology changed for you? Can you think of any examples of this?

2. How do you think the online world reflects the real world? How do think it differs?

3. In the script, they talk about social capital.  What do you understand by this term? Do you think it is still relevant in today’s society?

4. What sociological issues are raised with the growth of social media? Can you think of any effects social media may have on traditional ideas of class and gender?
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