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Abstract
I highlight several aspects of current and futurealopments of the internet, in order to draw from
these in turn specific consequences of particidggnifecance for the ongoing development and
expansion of information ethics. These consequemdude changing conceptions of self and
privacy in both Western and Eastern countries,camrklative shifts from the communication
technologies of literacy and print to a “secondamglity.” These consequences in turn imply that
current and future information ethics should foonsdeveloping a global but pluralistictue ethics-

one that may offset the anti-democratic dangesuioh secondary orality. (95 words)
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Introduction
As noted in the description of our panel, what weamby “the internet” has changed dramatically in
the decade that has passed since the founding dftiernational Center for Information Ethics. In
addition to the characteristics listed there, libdxy highlighting several features and shifts -
especially as affiliated with the so-called “Web 2 that seem to me to be especially pertinent for
considering the current and future agendas of inédion ethics. These features and shifts incluale: (
the increased interactivity of contemporary appite and uses of the internet as manifest, for
example, in social networking sites, content insiegly generated by amateurs (so-called
“pro/sumers,” i.e. producers who are simultaneouaslysumers) on sites such as YouTube, etc. In
addition, | point out that (b) the internet, asitncreasingly diffused and accessed via mobiléogs
(e.g., “smart phones” and inexpensive netbooksgyethy (i) becomes increasingly interwoven within
the lives of those in developed countries, suchehdier distinctions between “virtual” and “real”
online and offline, are ever less meaningful, d@ndhe internet continues a dramatic expansion
throughout developing countries, linking an evegéa proportion of the world’s population from an
ever more diverse range of cultures and traditions.
These developments then immediately lead to assefighifts and changes in (a) our most
fundamental assumptions regarding the nature afelién both Western and Eastern societies. Here
will highlight especially how in the developed We$t the modern “atomic” conception of the
autonomous individual shifts increasingly towardseHd-understanding as a “networked individual”
(Wellman and Haythornthwaite, 2002) - and, in ntynig, the “smeared-out self,” i.e., a sense of
ourselves as distributed across the various conoation possibilities enabled by the internet. Saich
self likewise is increasingly characterized aslational self - i.e., a self defined precisely by its
multiple relationships with Others and others (temihose meaning | will define more carefully),
where these relationships are increasingly mediayatie network of networks constituting the
internet. As well, (i) the cross-cultural commuatiion facilitated by an ever more global internet
appears to foster an increastmgpridizationof our sense of self - a hybridization apparemtipaarly
in the contrasts and convergences between modesteYieconceptions and Eastern conceptions.
Finally, (iii) as in developed countries, as esplgiyounger people favor more and more the audio-
visual modes of communication made possible byeiaging bandwidth, and as in developing
countries, as interfaces for internet access asiged for non-literate peoples - we may be witimgss
a major shift from the skills and abilities affiiéal with literacy and print to what has been
characterized as the secondary orality of cyberspac

| conclude by drawing from these developmengsr ttonsequences for the current and future
agendas of Information Ethics. Briefly, these depetents (a) bring to the foreground for us the

increasing importance @frtue ethics- first of all, as the shift from a modern selfaoelational self



restores the importance of virtue ethics from thestrn ancients, now as reinforced by contemporary
feminist and environmental ethics: at the same,tihme hybridizing selves that appear to be emerging
between Western and Eastern cultures bring in thagir from the East the virtue ethics traditiofis o
Buddhist, Confucian, and indigenous traditionsctBa virtue ethics thus stands as (b) a strong
candidate for a central component of any emerglobal, cross-culturalnformation ethics - which
such a global, cross-cultural information ethicegeasingly required by the ever-expanding irgern
As | have argued previously, such an informatidricstmust beluralistic - i.e., conjoining shared
norms with multiple interpretations and applicati@i those norms in diverse cultures and traditions
where such applications and interpretations bdthateand thereby preserve the irreducible
differences essential to individual and culturaritities. While these developments may encourage a
certain optimism about our global futures, (c)akke theories that connect the modern self and
democracy with the technologies of literacy anatpaire correct, the shifts from literacy and ptont

the secondary orality of cyberspace threaten teetiyeundermine the sense of self requisite to nroder
liberal democracies. | urge us, then, to includ®onagenda increasing attention to the broadealsoc
and political dimensions of internet use - espécas these run the risk of increasingly serving as
technologies that largely serve to undo our capagithink, and thereby eliminating the sorts of

selves required for modern liberal democracies.

Internets Current and Future

There are any number of analyses of “the intertiete days, each with its particular perspective,
strengths and limits - including the ubiquitousnéeb 2.0.” While the distinctions and emphases
underlying this taxonomy are contested among schalad researchers, it seems reasonably clear that
interactivity across network connections is a common featuréhagsiped in and exploited by a range
of increasingly popular applications. These incladeial networking sites such Bacebook
MySpaceLinkedIn and many others, as well as sites such as Youfhalbéeature content such as
videos produced largely by amateurs for the enjoyr{end consumption) of friends, cohorts and
potential fans - the so-callgulo/sumerghat some argue represent the dissolution of mmadiional
boundaries between professional producers andjalygpassive audience of consumers (Burnett,
Consalvo, & Ess 2009).

In addition, the internet connects an incredgisignificant proportion of the world’s population
currently ca. 24% (Internet World Stats, 2009)peacentage that promises to increase especialty wit
the advent and diffusion of mobile devices, i.emart phones” and netbooks. As comparatively
inexpensive alternatives to “traditional” networKagtops and desktops, such devices promise to
dramatically increase internet access, especialtieiveloping countries. This diffusion is signifitan
especially two ways. One, in the developed wdHd,internet thereby becomes increasingly

interwoven within the larger fabric of everydayelif so much so that the 1990s’ distinction between



“real” and “virtual” is no longer seen to be meagfirl (Burnett et al 2009). Two, as mobile devices
foster the diffusion of internet connectivity esiadly in developing countries, they will thereby

constitute a “second wave” of internet diffusionedhat promises to dramatically increase not only
the absolute numbers of persons who interact withamother online, but also the diversity of casur

and traditions those persons reflect and represent.

Consequences of internet diffusion

Self, privacy, and community: from atomic to redatil / hybridizing selves

A first consequence of such diffusion is the emecgeof what Barry Wellman and Caroline
Haythornthwaite identify as “the networked indivadu(2002). In the developed world, at least,
prevailing patterns of internet use point towandsrereasingly seamless interweaving between efflin
and online lives - and with it, our increasing sensourselves as interconnected with hundreds,
perhaps thousands of others via various intermbht@ogies. By and large, Wellman and others can
document the benefits of such networking - for eplamas internet-enabled communications help us
maintain strong-tie relationships (i.e., with fayréind close friends) and establish and foster vieak-
relationships (e.g., our several hundred Facebb&@nts,” colleagues known to us only through
listservs, etc.).

Moreover, | have come to describe this netwoikedsidual as the “smeared-out” self. This
expression invokes what is intended as a weak gpéletween contemporary senses of self and
guantum mechanical descriptions of sub-atomic glagi That is, somewhat like a quantum particle
that is conceived of as a set of potential locatitsmeared out” in space, prior to its realizafioone
specific configuration upon observation or meas@®m so we are increasingly aware of ourselves
as distributed across CMC networks via social netimg applications such as Facebook and Twitter
that thereby represent hundreds, if not thousasfdsimultaneous relationships/engagements, which
we then realize one at time, even when multi-tagkin“switch-tasking” (Rubinstein, Meyer and
Evans 2001). At the same time, this understandirigeoself is fostered by shifts from cognitiviet t
enactivist models of the self as embodiedself (Stuart 2008). It is consistent, finally, viarger
turns in recent decades in the West towaettstional models of the self, beginning with
environmental and feminist ethics (e.g., WarrenQ)99

This relational sense of self starkly contragits the modern (Western) sense of the self as an
“atomic” individual - e.g., a Cartesian rationaligdically separate from its own body, much lessifr
any other entities in its environment. As we \séle more fully below, this atomic sense of self,
especially as it becomes defined in terms of iseesal freedom - in Kantian terms, #stonomyas
its ability to give itself its own law - thereby dmmes foundational for the modern liberal and
democratic state. In addition, it is this atonmetf shat is thought to require a distinctive kinfd o

individual privacy - one that in the U.S. context, has only beenlliggacognized and protected for a



little over a century (Meeler 2008). By contrastational selves focus more on communication and
other practices intended to foster a sense of camtyn hey thereby de-emphasize the self (and
thereby individual privacy) as an atomic isolatefavor of greater interaction and interconnedfivit
with both Others and othérs what Anders Albrechtslund has helpfully ideietif as “lateral
surveillance” (2008).

This shift explains, among other things, why iyger peopleuarelational selves seem far less
worried about losing their privacy by way of onliself-revelation of even the most intimate sort, as
compared with their eldeghose sense afidividual privacy presumes an atomic conception of the
self. At the same time, these turns towards a meational sense of self and a correlative reducti
in the demand for individual privacy, as | haveusag elsewhere, points us in the direction of bo#h p
modern Western conceptions of the self vis-a-vsléinger community (perhaps most famously,
Aristotle’s dictum that human beings are naturatigial -Politics, 1.2, 1253a2) - as well as towards
Eastern conceptions of the self as a relation8llseginning with Confucian thought (Ess 2005, 2006
2007).

And while contemporary Western conceptions thyeseem to be pointing eastward, in such Eastern
societies as Japan, China, and Thailand, conceptibthe self and affiliated notions of privacy are
dramatically changing. To begin with, young pedpléhese societies - in part, under the influerfce o
Western cultural models - are increasingly demagétin themselves aimdividual privacy that
confounds their elders who are wedded to moreticadil understandings of the relational self, such
that individual privacy is inevitably looked uporntlvsuspicion and as working against the harmony
and well-being of the community (Ess 2005). Mommsoraj Hongladarom has articulated a
Buddhist conception of the ‘empirical self’ - inrdoast with the absolute or enlightened self that
understands that ‘self’ is a pernicious illusiorb®movercome. Hipositiveconception of the empirical
self - in the context of Thailand’s predominantlyefavadan Buddhism and hierarchical political
traditions - is designed precisely to justify tloets of individual privacies and other basic rights
foundational for citizens in a democratic soci&@7). In these two ways, then, we see what were
once Eastern conceptions (i.e., conceptions clel#stinct from Western conceptions) mirroring
changes in the West - i.e., as they point westweadlopting and adapting what were once exclusively
Western conceptions of the self and privacy.

From literacy and print to secondary orality?
Finally, as dramatically exemplified by the dieyament of interfaces for such devices for use amon

non-literate populations (Dyson, Hendrick & Grag@7), the ongoing expansion and diffusion of the

1By ‘Other’ | intend to signal a sense of the otherson as marked liyeducible differencefrom us
- in contrast with the ‘other’ as something lesartla person, a sort of ‘place-holder’ neither désg
nor requiring excessive attention or fundamentspeet. This usage is intended to echo Levinas,
beginning with his account of the Other as Othera positive ‘alterity’ or different-ness (1963).



internet appears to bring in its wake a correlativa from the technologies of literacy and primt t
“the secondary orality of cyberspace” (Ong 1988)hile Ong himself presumed that this
transformation would occur in a “sedimentary” fagh{my term), i.e., that we would add the
communicative and technological skills of internehnectivity to earlier skills affiliated with litacy
and print - it may rather be the case that forsthvealled “digital natives,” i.e., those younger
generations who literally grew up with the integribeir immersion into the orality of cyberspace
results in a displacement and loss of earliersskill

More carefully, the major schema developed bgokdalnnis, Elizabeth Eisenstein, Marshall
McLuhan, and then Walter Ong show strong corratatioetween the skills and communication
technologies affiliated with literacy (in contragith the earlier stage of orality) and the emergeoic
critical thinking and logic (with the ancient Gregland then between those affiliated with print and
the rise of modern science and democratic goveméDicesebro and Bertelsen 19B&ron 2008,
196f.). Along these same lines, the late Foucagtdbed how literacy - especially in the form of
diaries and letters - serves as a “technology ®f#if,” i.e., ways of communicating and reflecting
that foster the emergence of sense of self distinot the sense of self affiliated with orality @R
Foucault, Gros, Ewald and Fontana, 2005). In @aler, as Maria Liders has pointed out, in this
work,

... Foucault strongly emphasises the virtue of selfelopment, bringing the Greek
philosophical idea oeépimeleiaheautoupr ‘care of oneself, into the limelight, arguinggat
an ethical way of life concerns a certain, meditatvay of considering life, behaving in the
world, acting and relating to other people. (2008, cf. Capurro 1996)
This virtue of self-development, finally, seemgipend crucially on the sorts of reflection and-sel
representation - if not self-construction - thaitiwg makes possible.

In my view, taken together, these observatiaggest that the communication skills affiliatedhwit
literacy and print in the modern era thus help troies a reflective and critical sense of the setfine
that, in Kantian terms, is capable of functionisgearational autonomy. Such a self, in part by
expressing and reflecting upon itself via the tedbgies literacy and print, is able to rationally
deliberate, posit and critique alternative ends@ngses of actions - and thereby is enabled tdyfre
choose angudge(in the technical senses gfironesisand Kant's reflective judgmeniyhat is to be
one’s own conception of the good life, includindifpal, religious, career, and other personal chsi
and commitments (in Kantian language, orezidg and thus the appropriate and necessagnsfor
achieving those ends. In these ways, the techieday literacy and print thus facilitate the
emergence of a sense of self that is foundatiantdd justification of modern liberal democraciek (
Berlin 1969, 131). This sense of self, as we Isaan in a preliminary way, is one that likewise

requiresprivacyin a strong sense - i.e., a freedom from thefietence and surveillance of others,



within which we are thereby free to reflect, exgreand revise our thoughts and sensibilities, &s pa
and parcel of the process of making such foundatidmoices (cf. Johnson 2001, ch. 3).

By contrast, as we are increasingly immersezbittemporary networks and communication
technologies, we are, in Baron’s words, in a stéteeing “always on” - always available, always
connected. As Anders Albrechtslund has put it, heedby engage in a participatory or voluntary
surveillance (2008). To be sure, such surveillagspecially as “lateral” or peer-to-peer surveitla,
mimics how earlier communities have worked to easbe well-being (and conformity) of its
members. At the same time, however, we are theérelgasingly habituated to what Baron calls “fast
text” - the Facebook status update or Twitter “tiv¢lémited in the latter case to 140 characters).
Such texts are prolific - but also ephemeral. radety of ways, Baron (among many others) suggest
that we run the risk of losing our facility withehechnologies of literacy and print - e.g., aslieg
skills decline in the U.S., accompanied by shortgrittention spans, etc. As a specific example,
Baron refers to lan Parker (2001) and Edward T(#@®3), who argue that our increasing reliance on
PowerPoint as visually-oriented form of communigatihereby fosters “...a cognitive style quite
distinct from that required for a well-constructedstained, even elegant argument” (Baron 2008,
188). Along these same lines, virtue ethicist Slarviallor has argued that the affordances of mobile
phones - i.e., a preference for the quick and #sy e prevents us from acquiring the virtues of
patienceandperseverancevirtues essential to communication and friendshgsh within and
between cultures (forthcoming; cf. Gallagher 20285 2009a).

What is on the Agenda of I nformation Ethics?
As we consider the future of an information ettdasen in larger measure by an ever-expanding and
evolving internet, it seems relatively straightfand to suggest that as information ethics continaes
mature along with diverse communication technolegiemark of that maturity with be greater
attention to and, one would hope, thereby a greatieerency between Information Ethics and
affiliated domains of applied and theoretical ethienost notably, bioethics and nanoethics (inclgdi
guestions of technological enhancements of humenrgbginsofar as these enhancements may include
implants that expand current ways of communicatit one another via the internet). At the same
time, however, it seems to me that the developmidmase highlighted above require us to move still
further - first of all, to the development of a garely global and intercultural information ethicsie
that | argue must be pluralistic first of all, acdsrelatively, focus especially on developingriue
ethicsthat will be central to such an information ethi@sa number of reasons. Finally, | will argue
that these emerging directions of an intercultinrmation ethics require us to expand our scope
even further - so as to incorporate ethics initabdest senses and applications, i.e., ethicscasdd
on the character, nature, goals, and virtues ofitieel life, both for the individual and the commtyni
To be sure, information ethics has already dradmut to include an important focus on

intercultural information ethics (e.g., Capurro 802008). Further, there is now - apparently



widespread - agreement that such an intercultofatmation ethics must takepduralistic approach.

As | have put it, such pluralism would conjoin sfthnorms that allow for diverse interpretations and
applications - i.e., precisely as interpreted gowliad through the “lens” of a specific set of Ibca
cultural traditions, norms, values, practices, &ach a pluralism thereby avoids the cultural
imperialism inherent in imposing a single valuestegn (and its source traditions, etc.) upon thdadvor
at large, while sustaining the irreducible differes that define specific cultural traditions - and
thereby protecting and fostering distinctive cudfudentities (2006, 2007). As Capurro has helpful
pointed out, such conceptions of pluralism areumgroblematic (2008, pp. 644ff.): nonetheless, they
seem to be important candidates for efforts to lkigva global information ethics that avoids both
cultural imperialism and ethical relativism.

The possibility of developing such a pluralisirther enhanced as we recognize especially two
features of a globalizing internet: such an intemereasingly interconnects diverse cultures with
distinctive virtue ethics traditions, as it at @me time appears to foster the emergence oftoorelh
self closely affiliated with such virtue ethicsditions - e.g., in Socratic thought and Aristotle
(specifically, in their emphasis on developing tlagacity forphronesiy, in contemporary Western
feminist and ecological ethics, and certainly irdBhist and Confucian ethics as well as many
indigenous traditions (cf. Paterson, 2007). Esplgdiasofar as the development of the sorts of sglv
requisite to (as both justificatory and necessaryttie functioning of) modern liberal democracies
depends upon thértue of care of oneself - including, we can now see,gtrt of critical, rational,
reflective self fostered by the technologies @rbicy and print - it would appear that efforts év@lop
an intercultural information ethics that wisheststain modern liberal democracy will need to place
the development of a pluralistic virtue ethics elts the top of its agenda.

This focus on virtue ethics in conjunction wéltommitment to both cultural diversity and modern
Western liberalism means, finally, that such apricitltural information ethics inevitably intersects
with the larger questions and issues of socialpiitical philosophy. In my view, Neil Postman
continues to offer the most clear and compelliragoms for expanding our attention in these ways.
Already in 1984, Postman famously worried that Wessocieties, as increasingly saturated by
diverse media, were already on the edge of “amusimgelves to death.” Postman made his case by
contrasting two dystopias, Orwell’s (better knoww8B4 and Huxley’s (lesser knowByrave New
World (originally published in 1931). To begin with -cawell before the advent of the internet -

Postman notes:

2 1t may also be in place to point out here a thsgext of a globalizing internet vis-a-vis virtugies:
namely, the way in which the growth and diffusidrihe internet may foster the (re)emergence of a
philosophical naturalism a fundamental affirmation of the intringioodnes®f the material, created
world. Such a naturalism is closely affiliatedwitirtue ethics in both Western and Eastern trailj
and is a primary consequence of the growth of ne¢svand thereby networked selves drawn
especially by Luciano Floridi (see Ess 2009b facdssion).



Orwell warns that we will be overcome by an extéynanposed oppression. But in Huxley's
vision, no Big Brother is required to deprive peopf their autonomy, maturity and history. As
he saw it, people will come to love their oppressio adore the technologies that undo their
capacities to think. (1984, vii)
Consider this observation in light of the contrdssveen the technologies of literacy and print,
especially as these are affiliated with a particatat of (modern) self that is rational, criticahd
reflective in ways crucial for modern liberal dermaies, in contrast with the sorts of selves we may
become through our immersion in the internet afitledéd contemporary communication
technologies, especially as these incline us away the sort of critical rationality affiliated vt
literacy and print and towards a relational sefifiated with the visual and the secondary oratify
cyberspace. The predominance of the visual, as’Blahalogy of the line ifhe Republiceminds us,
restrains our focus on the concrete and the indalidin contrast with the intellectual and abgtrac
many components of which (e.g., beginning with $empathematical definitions) can no
visualized Republi¢ Book V, 509d-511e). Orality in its turn does imatline us in democratic
directions: on the contrary, pre-literate socieiesby and large authoritarian in terms of the
predominance of the community and tradition overitidividual and innovation. Especially in light of
increasing evidence that our immersion in the imggralong with affiliated contemporary
communication technologies, thereby inclines uhédirection of a secondary orality - and wittait,
smeared-out self characterized by shorter attespams and less capacity to engage with critical
argument - it may not be an exaggeration to wdaljpwing Postman, that the communication media
of secondary orality indeed threaten to undo opaciy to think in the ways required for the
autonomous self and liberal democracies.
Along the same lines, Postman further pointstioait
Orwell feared those who would deprive us of infotima Huxley feared those who would give
us so much that we would be reduced to passivityegoism. Orwell feared that the truth would
be concealed from us. Huxley feared the truth ednd drowned in a sea of irrelevance.
Orwell feared we would become a captive culturewxlely feared we would become a trivial
culture, preoccupied with some equivalent of theiés, the orgy porgy, and the centrifugal
bumblepuppy. [...]
Again, both Postman and certainly Orwell reflecded wrote well before the advent and global
diffusion of the internet - but Orwell's fear of odrowning in a sea of irrelevance uncannily
anticipates the contemporary problems of near-tefiquantities of information, if not simply noise,
made available to us via the internet. Especaslgriven by marketing models that emphasize the
“user” as consumercontraWeb 2.0 enthusiasts who highlight the “prosumerstaart-circuiting the

classic division between producer and consumeraisemajority of information made available



online emphasize commercial appeals to the indalidalf or egd. Such consuming egos, moreover,
seem increasingly impatient with information gathgrthat involves anything more than a simple
click or two ...

Finally, Huxley’'s uncanny anticipation of therkler possibilities of contemporary society includes
focus on “..man’s almost infinite appetite for distractiong?bstman continues:

In 1984 Huxley added, people are controlled by inflictpejn. InBrave New Worldthey are
controlled by inflicting pleasure. In short, Orivigared that what we hate will ruin us. Huxley
feared that what we love will ruin us. (1984, vji f
In short, like the media Postman worried would wiarkulfill Orwell’'s darkest fears, the internet
appears to even more perfectly and completely ses\eemedium for controlling us by oversaturation,
reduction to passivity - all done by way of appdseimnocent satiation of our near-infinite appetit
for pleasure and distraction. Of course, we ateva with this medium - but thereby, as Postman and
Huxley suggest, we risk falling in love with thebmologies of our enslavement.

This may sound too dire or too alarmist. Bubpé that the developments | have outlined above,
especially with regard to the shifts already appaire our sense of self, i.e., from the modernaalt
rational self made possible by the technologidgeracy and print, to a more relational - but aso
smeared-out and more distracted - self intertwinitd the technologies of secondary orality, make
clear that these are potentially dire consequeofesr increasing immersion into contemporary
communication media, including the internet. Toshee, there is perhaps no end of wonderful
consequences and possibilities that a globaliziteymet can bring in its wake - e.g., greater cross
cultural encounters, enhanced health care for remeoples, etc., etc., etc. At the same time,
however, these contemporary shifts and developnaggte for me that our developing intercultural
information ethics must emphasize attention taafuader social and political dimensions of internet
use - especially as these run the risk of incrghsserving as technologies that largely servenou
our capacity to think in the ways necessary forstlges required for modern liberal democracies.

To paraphrase Neil Postman, | believe it esaktitat cross-cultural information ethics keep befo
us the possibility that especially as these comuaiitin technologies become increasingly interwoven
with our sense of self and community, we run tek df thereby falling in love with the technologies
of our enslavement. Hence, in broadest terms, cuared future information ethics must include, in
my view, a crucial attention to what “the good’lifeight mean for networked selves inextricably

interwoven with others in larger, increasingly mooenplex and technologically-mediated

3 Perhaps not accidentally, McDonald’s has madefthiss especially clear and articulate: “You're
immediately at the centre of attention - your indixality, your everyday life, situations in whicbwy
recognize yourself and where you would like to gaerself.” <http://www.mcdonalds.ch> Cited in
Wiirtz, 2005.
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communities. Doing so, after all, is nothing nefihe founding document of Western information
ethics - Norbert Wiener’s is shaped by an overaigitoncern for the impacts of computational
technologies and a (utopian) hope that they migdud o a globatthosof “flourishing” (cf. Bynum
n.d.). Thematic and consistent attention to tesadest questions, then, defines a once and future

information ethics.
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