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nformation and communications technologies (1CTs),

mainly the Internet, have brought about huge possi-

bilities for generating an increasingly informed citizen-
ry, as well as digital channels for the exchange of ideas, the
enrichment of positions, and the possibilities for in-
terpersonal communication with the creation of virtual
communities with more and more weight in public deci-
sion-making. Along with these advantages, to avoid an
idealized vision of reality, we must take into consideration
certain problems that have also arisen.

Excess information or informational saturation, fake
news, political alienation, and post-truth are all elements
that we must keep in mind in our analyses. However, one
problem that cuts across all of this is that, given the fact
that many of today’s communities are virtual, groups tend
to close themselves off in their positions and points of view
and do not seem willing to debate to enrich their opinions.

With phenomena as deeply entrenched as an over-
abundance of information and its questionable quality,
a crisis of truth is spreading in terms of the facticities that
make understanding possible. This, in turn, disintegrates
society, fragmenting it into tribes or groups that prevent
mutual understanding just as they undermine nations’
democratic values and principles.
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Increased Social Use of Technologies

IcTs opened a new dimension, first in terms of organiza-
tion and later in terms of participation. This awarded dif-
ferent groups visibility and the possibility of being heard,
both by government authorities and by other sectors of
society. With that, certain groups thatin the past had faced
immeasurable challenges and had little or absolutely no
way to air and discuss their affairs to resolve them, today,
in the digital world, have made a broad impact. This is due
to the characteristics of communication in the digital
sphere: a massive reach, including the possibility of making
certain content “go viral”; swift transmission; the breadth
of the audiences; and the elimination of spatial-temporal
limitations that in the past had constrained communica-
tion, making it slower among citizens and between them
and other organized groups.

This also had a repercussion on the progressive loss of
understanding of the citizenry as a homogeneous group
with shared principles respected by all the individuals in
any one nation. Today, more than homogeneousness, what
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we see is a diversity in which groups exist that, based on
their specific characteristics and problems, organize and
participate to make theirideas and issues visible, to try to
channel and resolve them, and, with that, approach a vision
of citizenship with general principles for all individuals.

As mentioned above, technologies, mainly the Inter-
net, have created new spaces for organization and par-
ticipation that have helped these groups find channels
for being seen and disseminating their ideas. Equally, the
net made it possible to have greater access to socially rel-
evant information, which brought issues to different
sectors of society with their own principles and democ-
racy; this has allowed them, together with forging public
opinion, to have new tools and possibilities for developing
nations’ democratic states themselves.

These 1cTs have also generated an accumulation of in-
formation that has sparked the interest of certain research
groups in many parts of the world. I am referring here to
the logs or “tracks” users leave behind in our interaction
through the Internetin the form of data. With their anal-
ysis and use, they generate in turn new information that
allows us to see the behavior, the needs, the situations,
and even the mood of societies. From this arise new con-
cepts, such as the Internet of Things, machine learning,
intelligent cities, and even what has recently captured
scientific and social attention: artificial intelligence.
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Some derived neologisms are “datification,” “dataism,”
or analysis of macrodata, which in general refer to the
value of our Internet footprint for carrying out processes
that generate new policies by public administration and
products and services aimed at satisfying society’s de-
mands. These kinds of data constitute logs in quantified
formats that, after collection, logging, tabulation, analysis,
and reorganization, become useful feedback for decision-
makers in the public or private spheres to create new ser-
vices and ways of dealing with the citizenry’s needs.
One clear example of promising datafication can be
found in the datafication of health: the use of data to gen-
erate services ranging from medical care to projecting the
infrastructure needed for care in a given community.
Equally, several analyses have brought out the impor-
tance of these technologies for generating collective ac-
tion aimed mainly in organizing social mobilizations, but
alsoin the implementation of formal mechanisms for guar-
anteeing the resolution of demands and problems. Gov-
ernment authorities habitually follow these bodies to try

to channel the mobilizations and that way maintain ac-
ceptable rates of governability and remain in power. With
that, public administration is not exclusively in the hands
of authorities, but rather it is exercised more horizontally
with the participation of those groups and individuals who
use digital technologies, thus strengthening nations’ dem-
ocratic values and principles. However, at the same time
that we note these advantages, we can also observe some
problems associated with the increasingly intensive use of
technology, some of which I will touch on in the next section.

Infocracy, the Lack of the Debate of Ideas
and Retreat from Fact-based Principles

Infocracy

Phenomena and processes have emerged that, more than
strengthening democracy, have put in check elements
that are inescapable for any social functioning that fosters
development and cohesion. One of these phenomena is
infocracy, characterized by permanent surveillance of
individuals’ activities, facilitated by the logging of the
data (footprint) that their day-to-day interactivity leaves
inintelligent devices and that makes it possible to predict
and even control their social behavior.!

In that scenario, scholars have talked about a new re-
gime based on processing the information extracted from
our data that allows for domination through the recur-
rence of algorithms and artificial intelligence. In turn, that
would determine, or at least influence, the development
of political, social, and economic processes. Social com-
munication is a means for surveillance that is perfected
to the extent that we utilize 1cTs. Paradoxically, the pop-
ulation sidesteps that domination when individuals feel
free as long as the Internet of Things has made it pos-
sible to create smart homes that minutely register the
daily lives of their residents.

The Debate of Ideas

At the same time, the aforementioned loss of spaces for
deliberation should be analyzed. In that sense, undeni-
ably, debate and decision-making are fundamental pillars
in the construction of both a participative citizenry in a
quality democracy, and of the development of the public



sphere. This capability to deliberate and develop a line
of reasoning permits greater plurality and enrichment of
the point of view from which collective issues are analyz-
ed and dealt with. Today, these processes of exchange of
ideas are being left behind, even though they constituted
the most important principle for human understanding.
They are being replaced by a constant, fast-paced wave
of information that smothers cognitive practices such as
being able to judge, develop knowledge, accumulate ex-
perience, and exchange knowledge, practices that nour-
ish positions regarding public issues.

This tsunami of massive amounts of information is
leading to short-term vision in dealing with issues, which
does not allow for thoughtful following and rational ac-
tions that make possible really understanding and dealing
with them. The greatest danger in the loss of these delib-
erative processes is that autonomy and free will are linked
to rational action; without them, processes unfold on a
subjective level that definitely can condition and influ-
ence our behavior and actions. One very well-known ex-
ample is the manipulation of certain Facebook users by
the British company Cambridge Analytica to affect the
2016 U.S. elections. We should add to this the phenom-
enon of intolerance for anything different, for anything
that seems alien to us or that does not jibe with our ways
of thinking, that questions or even contradicts our ideas
or ways of acting; that is, intolerance for otherness. Dis-
course needs to differentiate opinion from identity.

In an ideal scenario, differentiated opinions could ex-
ist without affecting our identities, or, in the best of cases,
the former would help us reinforce or enrich the latter.
However, in the emerging context, if people do not have
discursive capabilities, we could try to hold on to our opin-
ions to not allow our identities to be threatened. This guar-
antee to failure the attempt to make someone or a group
of people change their minds, since the capacity to listen
to others has also been lost, another of the elements that
contravene a healthy democracy.

Along these same lines, it is more and more common
to hear people talk about the filter bubble or ideological
frame, which are nothing more than discriminatory mech-
anisms on Internet that make whatever we look up reaf-
firm our positions and opinions; and the ideas of our
contacts on digital social media are so similar to ours that
they are continually reinforced, excluding what is differ-
ent or plural. The danger hereis that this leads us to defend
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our beliefs without any possibility of exchanges that
would allow us to enrich our perceptions. Our openness
to otherness will depend on how broad or narrow the range
of information we consult is. This means we run the risk of
being increasingly closed off in realities that we consider
absolute, without questioning ourselves or being willing
to nourish or modify our opinions about this or thatissue.

The Retreat from Fact-based Principles

Hand in hand with this is the retreat from fact-based re-
alities, understood as fact-based or true principles that
allow us to have basic certainties for human understand-
ing. These principles allow us to make dialogue more ag-
ile and reach agreements, since they foster unquestioned
shared certainties. These are now being replaced by beliefs
and adherence to small, closed groups, making it more and
more common to hear people mention “digital tribes,”
which give their members a strong feeling of belonging
and identity.

In these tribes, information is not seen as a resource
for knowledge, but as something that reinforces one’s
own identity and rootedness in the group, where the feel-
ing of belonging is linked to the act of sharing beliefs and
ways of thinking, even if these narratives contradict fac-
tual principles. Many of these digital tribes are directly
linked to conspiracy theories; this means that their fol-
lowers, not even minimally open to dialogue, exclude ev-
eryone who thinks differently. An example of this kind
of digital tribe that question the facts are the flat-earthers,
whose members sometimes, more than absolutely and ra-
tionally believing in their suppositions, defend them to
feel included.

Undoubtedly, these digital tribes undermine democ-
racy: they are based on dictatorial attitudes that constrain
opinion and identity, making it impossible and refusing to
exercise any communicative rationality as they bring
into doubt factual principles.
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Challenges in a Data-based
Infocracy Environment

As we have seen up until now, 1cTs offer enormous facili-
ties for meeting up and dialogue, as well as strengthen-
ing the democratic processes of nations. But, at the same
time, they have generated adverse mechanisms that de-
mand greater analysis to understand their true dimen-
sions and related problems. This scenario invites us to
sharpen the reflexive capabilities of people who consult
and exchange information using technology, encour-
aging them to be critical and question the quality and
flows of information they are constantly subjected to. At
the end of the day, what must be done is to retreat from
infocracy, which, more than helping us to understand or
nourish our perspectives about something or someone,
confuses and disinforms us, often prompting us to make
bad decisions.

If we do this, we will be in better conditions to be able
to attain more participatory, deliberative, reflexive scena-
rios that would allow for more horizontal, plural exchanges
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that would welcome even opposite positions that would
allow not only debate and enrichment of ideas, but also
the construction of better tools and alternatives for de-
veloping communities.

Given the informational tidal wave that situates indi-
viduals in a constant, quick-moving change of topics that
impedes rational following of issues, I think it is important
to follow the advice of Milan Kundera, who said that, in ex-
istential mathematics, the degree of slowness is directly
proportional to the intensity of memory, while the degree
of speed is directly proportional to the intensity of forget-
fulness.? Following this idea, collective decisions should
be based on processes that, even if slower, last over time,
since what is at stake is citizens’ quality of life. MM
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Notes

1 Byung-Chul Han, Infocracia. La digitalizacién y la crisis de la democra-
cia (Mexico City: Taurus, 2022).
2 Milan Kundera, La lentitud (Madrid: Tusquets, 1995), pp. 47-48.
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