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Collectivity, connectivity and control: reframing mass society
in the digital era
Raymond L. M. Lee

Anthropology & Sociology, University of Malaya Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

ABSTRACT
Mass society theory was originally a discourse on crowds, popular
culture and revolutionary change. It portrayed the ideological
control of the many by the few in situations of close contact
without the complexities of mediated connectivity. The notion of
social change was premised on analogue forms of collective
behaviour within society rather than digital flows in networks.
Reviving this theory in the digital era requires a reconsideration
of connectivity and control transacted in mediated publics that
support virtual gatherings centred on mass- self communication.
Smartphones may be considered the iconic connectors that
channel such communication. These electronic devices provide a
vital understanding not only of the way information and
communication technology is reshaping mass society but also the
repositioning of the individual in networked relationships. It
implies that mass in digitized environments is not simply a
concept of nameless uniformity but one stressing the parasitic
nature of networked connectivity. At the same time, it also
suggests a connectivity made fragile by forms of remote control
that are predatory on mass-self communication.
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Introduction

More than fifty years ago, Shils (1962, p. 45) addressed the idea of mass society as a ‘spec-
tre haunting sociologists’ in order to emphasize its contradiction to democratic practices.
The concern was with the question of how people in becoming more individualistic came
to fall under the sway of masses that made them conforming and uncritical. It was a ques-
tion that also focused on masses as a term of aggregate control in an era that saw the rise
of democracy juxtaposed to the spread of communism and fascism. Observers of these
changes asked why people were being propelled into doing things en masse and thriving
on an illusory freedom fed to them by elites managing the vast machinery of propaganda
and utopian ideals. This questioning spawned an extensive literature on cultural, political
and social unrest (Bramson, 1961; Gasset, 1962; Giner, 1976; Kornhauser, 1960; Reich,
1972; Riesman et al., 1960). As social critique, it produced a view that portrayed author-
itarian control as a source of mass passivity (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1973; Marcuse,
1964). This display of mass passivity has also come to be seen as reflecting a state of
decline in social capital (Thomson, 2005).

© 2021 University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’

CONTACT Raymond L. M. Lee rlmlee@hotmail.com 55, SS24/4, 47301 Petaling Jaya, Malaysia

INTERNATIONAL REVIEW OF SOCIOLOGY—REVUE INTERNATIONALE DE SOCIOLOGIE
2021, VOL. 31, NO. 1, 204–221
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2021.1913546

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03906701.2021.1913546&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-06-17
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8407-4565
mailto:rlmlee@hotmail.com
http://www.tandfonline.com


The context in which these contradictions became central to sociological analysis
could be identified as analogue, an era preceding the digital and defined as human-
centred and human-scaled to suggest ‘equivalency’ and ‘proportionality’ in the relation-
ship between people and things (Hassan, 2018, p. 6). We may consider the analogue,
derived from the Greek analogon, as providing a continuous understanding of the inti-
mate links between human technology and the natural environment. In this sense, the
idea of communication in social and political theory had been based largely on the pre-
sumption of everyday interaction as a person-to-person affair. Applied to the concept of
mass society, it would imply that the problems of conformity and control developed from
and impacted on face-to-face relations in a manner that made crowds, mobs, rabbles and
publics come alive.1 These collectivities formed an important aspect of an analogue-
centred mass society where tensions between individuals and multitudes were not just
considered anonymously relational but also intrinsically a matter of bodies in proximity.
But all this is changing in the era of the digital form. In the words of Hassan (2018, p. 8),
what we thought of as ‘analogue ‘natural’ in our communicative practice has become
digital ‘atmospheric’. An effect of this has been increasingly less ‘interaction’ … Instead
the ‘interface’ – where ‘user meets computer’ – becomes the default position for an array
of fundamental social relations’.

The rise of the digital form or ‘digitality’must be considered significant because of the
radical changes it has produced in social behaviours which once were conceived as
dependent on ‘natural’ bodily relationships. Its appearance is based on a logic that is
neither human-centred nor human-scaled; it has no recognizable analogue in nature,
its computer logic is invisible to us and functions as a kind of ‘magic’ (Hassan, 2018,
p. 7). Its appearance compels a rethinking of what it means to be a member of mass
society or how mass society might function without the necessary direct presence of bod-
ily selves. This problem has been characterized by Turkle (2011) as one crystallizing a
new condition of being ‘alone together’: selves who can be apart from and simultaneously
a part of the same group process. The effects of this condition have given collective pro-
cesses a scope that was not possible in the analogue era, and which even ‘Marx, Lukács,
Weber, Adorno and Horkheimer, and Marcuse could not have dreamed of’ (Hassan,
2020, pp. 43–4). Their theorizations had been embedded mainly within a ‘mass culture
driven by modern patterns of production and consumption’ that did not preclude the
‘human connection to technique and to nature’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 57). Masses were
then still considered human-scaled and not fully subjected to the automation logic of
the digital era, which is not only ‘generating new social relations’ but also ‘compelled
by capitalism to infiltrate as much of life as possible’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 58). To concep-
tualize mass society in the digital era would suggest a redefinition of interactional possi-
bilities in collectivities that are ‘no longer human-sized, physical and graspable, but
planet-sized, virtual and ungraspable’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 59).

From a media-theoretic point of view, Hassan’s take on digitality provides a vital start
to a rethinking of mass society which implies that the concept itself is not otiose but
highly relevant to an understanding of a new context of ‘absent presences’ connected
by screens, sensors and virtual networks. We could also consider this context of mobile
connections as composing nodes of incoming and outgoing signals. These signals suggest
that most people simply expect others, strangers and friends alike, to be instantaneously
reachable through the ubiquity of mobile devices. This change in expectation is said to be
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‘meaningful because it represents movement toward a new layer of social structure’
(Campbell et al., 2014, p. 185). In short, a new uniformity of communicating is shaping
the attitudes and actions of almost every person. But unlike its predecessor, this would
not simply be a mass society of poorly informed multitudes. The signals inherent to
the flow of information represent different forms of activism and innovation and new
contradictions of digital manipulation (Leistert, 2017). In other words, mass society in
the digital era presents new conceptual problems that cannot be reduced to the processes
of de-individuation once featured in analogue systems.

The argument set forth here focuses on mass society in media-saturated environments
that have been transformed into spaces of mass contention, political acclamation and
covert control (e.g. Dean, 2017; Lyon, 2018; Sauter, 2014; Wiedemann, 2014). My inten-
tion is to show that mass society theory was originally a discourse on political and cul-
tural elitism but now needs to be reconfigured as a new paradigm of digital discourse,
interaction and control. Interaction in this paradigm would not be based unequivocally
on behavioural responses in conditions of physical co-presence. Instead, digitality is mar-
ginalizing such conditions to the extent that virtual relationships are fast becoming the
norm in social life. It is redefining the meaning of selfhood in situations where one
could engage with masses that never need to meet up. In this context of digitized encoun-
ters between the online one and many, social control is likely to become even more multi-
layered, surreptitious and remote. To argue the plausibility of this paradigm, I would like
to recall first the conditions that led to the idea of mass society in the last century. Focus-
ing on political struggles and communication in western societies, these conditions
lacked an international reference. Mass society in the last century was actually western
mass society that became globally extrapolated (Lee, 2002, p. 54) but did not connote
the mass interconnectedness that we witness in today’s mediated publics. As a term
with stronger global implications, mediated publics not only describe the way masses
go about their daily lives lost in transmission but also allude to networks of discourse,
intervention and resistance. Thus, shifting the focus to mediated publics translates as a
type of network analysis for studying mass connections as they arise. These connections
suggest the making of online networks that facilitate global data flows through computers
and various electronic devices. The implications of these interconnectivities for sociologi-
cal research can be considered most vital for a new understanding of collectivity, connec-
tivity and control in the digital era.

The mass society legacy

There is a very large literature on mass society dealing with ideology, domination and
control. It is not my intention to survey this literature in its entirety but to address
some issues concerning the meaning of ‘mass’ as problematized in three overviews of
the literature. These overviews have provided broad political and sociological reflections
on the rise of the masses and its significance for the future of modernity. Firstly, mass
society theory (MST) was not construed as a theory sui generis but a consequence of
the crisis of authority within modern capitalism. This represented the view of Swinge-
wood (1977, p. 7) who treated this crisis as being related to the problem of legitimation
that evoked three trends of analysis focusing on the collapse of older and traditional
structures, the rise of totalitarianism, and the impact of a new pluralism.2 Common to
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these works was the idea that modern capitalism created a new freedom to allow greater
choice in stimulating mass consumerism at the expense of a greater public consciousness.
Yet, there was also a sense that this freedom promoted a pluralistic democracy which
allowed for the strengthening of civil society. However, Swingewood (1977, p. 22) argued
that this approach merely eliminated the whole question of ideology and domination and
turned it into a tool of control by the ruling classes.

Secondly, the historical template of mass was refocused on the modern emergence of
urban crowds. Mass was defined not only as a collective unit of anonymous people but
also as a heterogeneous conglomeration of converging individuals as seen in mobs, packs
and crowds. It was construed as the crowd writ large and presented a paradox in which
the rationalizing condition of the modern world reignited rather than contained the irra-
tionality often attributed to the actions of large congregations of nameless participants. In
this respect, the idea of mass man (which would by definition include mass woman)
simply reflected the fissiparous nature of modernity that led to both individual liberty
and alienation. In his alienated state, mass man was characterized as a modern barbarian
who came to represent the forces of structural and moral disintegration (Giner, 1976).

Thirdly, Lang and Lang (2009) also noted the legacy of crowd theory for MST. Their
association with the Chicago School’s perspective on collective behaviour may be seen to
be the intellectual link between MST and crowd theory. Their view of the mass as denot-
ing a spatially dispersed multitude lacking cohesion but is able to expand, break up, or
renew itself and maintain its anonymity can be placed within the framework already
developed in classical crowd theory (Le Bon, 1960). It was this theory that emphasized
the growing threat posed by the frequency and ease of mass aggregation, which also epit-
omized the rise of mass society. What mattered to the Langs was not so much the plur-
alist critique of MST but its relevance to an understanding of ‘a specific form of collective
behavior within society, limited in time and directed toward some object of attention’
(Blumer, 1935, p. 118). In this depiction, they made a clear distinction between mass
and public to suggest a condition of sharing and organizing central to some groups acting
within society unlike others that were not effectively connected and unable to discuss and
exchange ideas. By drawing on the earlier work of Tarde (1969), they proposed the possi-
bility of masses being transformed into publics by virtue of mediated communication.
Also, the writings of Park (1972) came to be seen as supporting the idea of publics devel-
oping from communicated differences among diffused groups of people. In other words,
mass was not simply caricaturized as crowd but addressed as a category of collective
behaviour that did not remain unchanged because it could attain a new form in which
participants were enabled as interacting publics.

By moving to this level of theorizing, the Langs seemed to represent MST as requiring
a makeover that would ‘include the expansion of the universe of discourse, increase the
role of reason, the growth of individualism, and the potential for establishing links
between people living in different worlds’ (2009, p. 1019). This would explain their
emphasis on the need to define a mass as not synonymous with a public because increas-
ing interconnectedness via mediated communication summed up MST as moving away
from classical crowd theory towards a new theory of publics that resonated with Tarde’s
conviction that we now live in an era of publics rather than crowds. Public (or publics)
was, therefore, not a term denoting widespread passivity but one implying the play of
opinions as well as its rapid dissemination in widely dispersed populations. Within the
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ambit of MST, it would suggest the breakdown of a mass into a diversity of masses or
collectivities with no fixed boundaries shifting in various directions and responding to
a variety of agendas and issues. The upshot was that MST need not be treated as a variant
of classical crowd theory and instead be given a new lease of life by reframing its rel-
evance in the context of the Internet, social media and the proliferation of information.3

This reappraisal of MST gave it a stronger orientation towards a global perspective of
informational exchange.

With the exception of the Langs, these overviews were written prior to the advent of
the Internet, wireless networks and digital media. MST was then a discourse of masses,
ideology and control framed within the context of print media, cinema and the ubiquity
of hardwired communication. Data flows, information dissemination and screened ima-
geries were made possible largely through analogue-based infrastructures that did not
preclude co-present or face-to-face relationships. Bodily presence and proximal connec-
tions were still considered de rigueur conditions in events that brought together small
and large groups of people, unlike the present era where physical co-presence is no longer
a prerequisite for successful convergence (e.g. skyping, video-conferencing).4 In that con-
text, MST was basically a theory of the critical mass achieved through physical and non-
digital means. These were analogue-based means where people, institutions and culture
still featured prominently in the making and remaking of economy and society (Hassan,
2020, p. 99). Masses were not presumed to be independent of analogue-based systems
that provided varying levels of physical form to social behaviour and interaction. How-
ever, the creation of virtual space in digital systems has changed the entire context for re-
construing social behaviour and interaction because ‘the virtual is above all an individ-
uated and subjective space… whose new reality we accept as if it were real’ (Hassan,
2020, p. 105). What we are witnessing now is a reconfiguration of mass society in
which the parameters of social behaviour and interaction are enmeshed ‘within a
whole continuous web of social discourse… infiltrated by the commodity sign of pro-
motion’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 110). The sign of promotion is not only an extension of capi-
talist markets but also a new arena of mediation organized and controlled by media
corporations and government agencies.

In terms of these changes, MST must now take into consideration the creation of
mediated publics in digitized environments that enable the proliferation ofmedia platforms,
blog-sites, search engines, smartphones and various mobile devices. Mediated or hashtag
publics (Rambukkana, 2015) resemble gargantuan forums hosting varieties of viewpoints,
narratives and imageries to reach all sectors of society. Given their vastness and extensive
influence, mediated publics could be reassessed as superseding an analogue-centred mass
society in terms of their scope of reach, organizational complexity, communicative
power, and informational breadth. Not only do they represent complex networks of digital
arenas but also a globally mediated culture that is explicitly more variant and resourceful
than the uniformity and passivity attributed to cultural practices in pre-digital mass society.
These differences need to be given more attention in sociological research.

From analogue masses to mediated publics

The meaning of mediated publics must be placed within this context created from the
newfound capacities to gather, evaluate and disseminate information globally (Harvey,
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1990, p. 137). These capacities through computer functions made possible the processing
of large stores of data (Kitchin, 2014). Convergence of these functions with communi-
cation technologies set the stage for computer interconnectivity and widened the
scope for a world economy driven by information and communication technology
(ICT).5 This came to be known as ‘network effects’ that emphasized the need for density
and rapidity in intricately built-up connections through the power of ICT. Although
aligned to capitalistic concerns, these effects were in a sense indicative of a wider cultural
impetus in the construction and maintenance of digitized relationships that were globally
driven. In this milieu of multiplying linkages, the most meaningful form of interaction
was informational exchange that wove together virtual collectivities of international
users who did not need to meet up in person. Within the context of the Internet,
these collectivities could be regarded as characterizing the enormity, communality and
specificity of network interactions to reinforce the idea of mass interconnectivity
throughout the world (Christakis & Fowler, 2011, p. 274).

The exponential growth of the Internet is a major contributing factor to the scale of
linkups and the ability to share information widely. These developments make it possible
to address the increased connectivity experienced in densely networked structures as an
important marker of mediated publics where vast circulation of information can occur in
a democratic sort of way.6 The decentralized nature of the Internet supports diversified
flows of information to reconstitute convergences in digital space as focal points rather
than collectivization based on central forms of organization. Focal points can be con-
sidered the nexuses of digital space where relationships are virtually created or recreated
in myriad engagements, as in the case of assemblages, that do not depend on durability as
a feature of their circulation. Instead, they depict the malleability and virality7 of digitized
encounters. However, these encounters are not regularized as if they still represent the
standard clock-time of the workaday world. Rather, they are embedded in a network
time which is ‘digitally compressed clock-time’ and ostensibly open-ended and opera-
tionally asynchronous (Hassan, 2003, p. 233). Within the sphere of network time,
mediated publics can recreate the 24-hour economy where ‘the need for extreme flexi-
bility carries the economy and the temporality of the network into almost every aspect
of our lives’ (Hassan, 2003, p. 236). Members of these publics no longer expect speed
to be an external condition introduced at will whenever required but something that is
built into the very fabric of everyday life. In this regard, the densely and flexibly formed
online communities found in mediated publics utilize acceleration as their connecting
thread whereby members could interface instantaneously through key taps, mouse clicks
and finger swipes. It is also in this vast arena that identities come to be considered expe-
dient and ephemeral to the point that experimentation rather than authentication
becomes a basis of interfaces (Turkle, 1995).

These outcomes of digitized connectivity suggest that mediated publics do not
resemble uncoordinated mobs and crowds but are better understood as online assem-
blages to reflect a type of multi-modality that specifies ‘network configurations with
interests and values’ (Castells, 2011, p. 786). Informational flows in mediated publics
can emerge as politicized representations utilizing information to support, challenge,
or undermine various audiences in order to achieve specific goals. For instance, the for-
mation of counter-hegemonic spaces in subaltern and environmental activism (Deluca
et al., 2016; Sampredo & Avidad, 2018) can provide audiences with varied alternative
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views of the issues at hand. At the same time, the multiple senders and receivers of
diverse messages may act or react in a certain manner under the influence of emotional
contagion (Gerbaudo, 2016) to shift the outcome of informational flows. Individuals are
empowered by their own personalized linkages as participants but at the same time they
are also predisposed to the sways of informational flow. What makes possible this simul-
taneity of individualized actions and network effects in mediated publics?

This question draws on the paradox of self-identity in de-individuated group pro-
cesses. In the analogue-era discourse of collective behaviour, individual selves were
often depicted as singulars destined for ‘massification’ – a Germanic-derived term (Ver-
massung) referring to a perceived loss of individuality in self-group convergences. The
Nazi-era officialdom even introduced a term Gleichschaltung to emphasize its enforce-
ment of mass conformity (Giner, 1976, pp. 125–7, 163). As a critique of democracy,
these terms played on the contradiction of selves exposed to new freedoms as being
‘shuffled together like grains of sand’ (Jaspers, 1951, p. 11). Like other analogue-era critics
of mass society, Jaspers was also voicing the fear associated with a decline of our ‘natural’
inclination towards individual freedom. This was seen as a condition producing cultural
passivity that ‘entails, quite simply, alienation, since people do not discriminate the
material which is offered them, nor have they made up their minds about what to
think, believe or do’ (Giner, 1976, p. 173). If loss of selfhood was taken as a precursor
of alienation, then it merely made all self-identities redundant and susceptible to mass
manipulation. In analogue terms, we would all have become denaturalized by the forces
of massification.

Yet, digitally transforming masses into mediated publics has elicited an alternative
view of selfhood that does not subscribe to the assumption of its dire fate under massifi-
cation, but rather to its restoration in online participation which arguably provides a new
means of self-continuity under networked conditions. Known as mass-self communi-
cation (Castells, 2009), this form of digitized action challenges the paradox of de-indivi-
duation by the claim that no selfhood is irreversibly lost through online participation
since subjective autonomy cannot be fully ruled out by one’s membership in a virtual col-
lectivity. In other words, most people can create dual experiences as online and offline
selves. These are experiences that may empower them to feel they can still represent
themselves individually without being isolated from the pool of ideas, opinions and view-
points in digital space. As Dean (2017, p. 427) writes about these experiences in social
media acclamations, the representation becomes one of ‘affirmation of voice but no
longer as a unified public. In its place, we have the voice of a collection of plural and ato-
mized subjects, who nevertheless exist in a virtual public co-presence’. What this suggests
is that mass connectivity via mobile and other digital devices enhances the experience of
assembling virtually where one can act as if in unison with others but without sacrificing
his or her self-identity. Each user becomes the one and many, an individual with self-
directed access to multiple relations in mediated publics.

Compared to the analogue view of massification, mass-self communication in
mediated publics depicts a more fragmented psychology of selfhood enabling multiple
engagements instead of herding behaviour where personal differences and idiosyncrasies
become muted or levelled by spatial co-presence. This type of communication invariably
occurs in virtual space where communicants may become accessible as ‘parasites’ to
suggest a metaphor for impersonal connectivity that ‘is always mediate and never
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immediate’ or ‘a relation to the relation, a tie to the tie… [which] is nothing but a pos-
ition or situation’ (Serres, 1982, p. 39). In his approach to social interconnectivity, Serres
(1982, p. 57) treats the self as never having an ultimate but only an intermediate position
– the ‘third man’ or space which is the parasite. The self as parasite in mediated publics is
therefore not only a conveyor but also a disruptor of messages because it not only ‘redir-
ects reproduction’ but also ‘steers it in a new direction favourable to it’ (Brown, 2013, p.
89). As interacting selves in virtual space, parasites can take on variable identities to cre-
ate ‘thirdness’ as a ‘necessary ground for the intersubjective, indeed for subjectivity itself’
(Brown, 2013, p. 97). But this ‘thirdness’ also necessitates a connector, a device that can
continuously forge linkages as well as locate and disseminate information.

The smartphone has come to be seen as that iconic connector (Frith, 2015). In digi-
tized environments, interacting selves do not pound pavements to commune with one
another but brandish their smartphones to reach others whose positions are nothing
more than servers for other positions and relations. Compared with previous media tech-
nologies, smartphones represent an exponential leap in the range of possible uses that
suggests their parasitical function as niches or patterns of affordances shaped by multiple
gratifications and constituent media features (Humphreys et al., 2018). Any discussion of
mediated publics must therefore refer to the role of the smartphone not only in local set-
tings but also as a parasitical presence on the global scene.

The smartphone connection

In today’s world of instantaneous communication, the smartphone may be considered a
tool that fulfils every person’s dream of achieving omnipresence without the need for
being there. Most users would presume that ‘others are similarly wirelessly connected
and therefore available’ anywhere and anytime (Campbell et al., 2014, p. 177). This
was the point made by Ling (2012) that smartphones have morphed from revolutionary
to something mundane. They are now treated more as a necessity than luxury since most
users want to be connected continuously to the flow of data in digital space (Agar, 2013;
Goggin, 2006; Hjorth et al., 2012). As self-identity has been shown to merge with smart-
phone usage, users are frequently construed as being plagued by a virulent sense of digital
attachment often resulting in experiences of separation anxiety (Bodford et al., 2017; Han
et al., 2017). Given the centrality of this sleek wafer-thin tool in both private and public
life, it would be difficult to say whether this anxiety reflects a new social pathology or a
condition of intense social networking in a rising user culture (Reyes, 2016, p. 417). The
idea of a user culture might be regarded as critical for understanding the relationship
between smartphones and mediated publics. This is a culture of computerized connec-
tions where smartphones may be considered networked computers with sensors built
into them and sensors may also be treated as media of communication (Bunz & Meikle,
2018, p. 8, 11). But this culture was not immediately an outcome of a general drive
towards mobile communication in which the early beneficiaries were members of the
social elite (Agar, 2013, pp. 74–6). It only became more visible with the burgeoning of
commercialized communication at the end of the century. Even then, its rise cannot
be understood simply as part of a techno-capitalist imperative.8 Rather, the quest for
rapid mobilized communication can be seen to be inseparable from the concerns of mili-
tary strategy (Virilio, 1989).
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Development of technology for mobile communications occurred in the first half of
the twentieth century. While it was intended primarily for civilian use, military appli-
cations took priority during wartime (Sterling, 2008). In the Second World War, Motor-
ola designed and produced for the US military a hand-held radio transceiver nicknamed
the handie-talkie and a backpacked radio transceiver equipped with a handset nicknamed
the walkie-talkie. The contemporary cordless phone in civilian use may be considered a
smaller and more sophisticated version of the handie-talkie but operable only within the
confines of the household. Based on technology using radio waves, the cordless phone
made possible voice communications over great distances without the accompaniment
of visual images. In other words, people could move around and speak to one another
at the same time but remote viewing of each other was absent in the communication pro-
cess. Without visual interaction, the scope of dyadic participation became limited. Mobile
messaging through the auditory alone was not revolutionary enough to make ‘constant
touch’ (Agar, 2013) a norm in the communication process. This would only come about
with the invention of the touchscreen.

The earlier generations of mobile phones were essentially keypad devices that required
finger contact with miniature buttons. Typically, screens on these phones were small and
their displays were largely textual and limited to the transmission of non-moving images.
The arrival of the touchscreen changed all that to create a new form of interactive
relationship between body and machine (Holzinger, 2003). Touch technology developed
alongside the growth of computer-mediated communication in the USA in the 1980s.
Evolution of this technology led to the production of multi-point touchscreens that
allowed contact using more than one finger for simultaneous interaction among users.
Agar (2013, p. 199) noted that the multi-touch screen was one of the great innovations
forged by Apple in its iPhone design. It facilitated faster and more flexible finger move-
ments for varying applications with virtual rather than physical buttons. Nowadays, all
smartphones come with touchscreens that take up the entire length of the device.
Users do not have the option of treating them like desktops and laptops that are designed
with the screen separate from the keyboard. This separation may have a subtle effect on
screen viewing by intermittently disrupting attention on the screen through shifting one’s
focus to the keyboard. The visual is not governed chiefly by screen displays but split
between those displays and keyboard controls. However, touchscreens include a built-
in virtual keyboard that allows users to keep their attention fully on the screen. Key-
boards and other controls embedded in screen displays facilitate undisrupted visual
and tactile interaction between users and imageries. This implies that smartphone
screens may inadvertently possess a magnetizing effect on viewers since both visual
and tactile operations cannot but take place on the screen alone. It is as though com-
munications represent a melding of viewer and screen. In this situation of screen com-
mand, people may derive great pleasure from viewing their smartphones not as if they
have nothing else to live for but as if they need to celebrate a renewal of life through
the technology of imagery.

This technology provides the means for delivering imageries as an everyday affair in
which they are ‘integrated into the body to the point of being almost part of its genetic
make-up’ (Baudrillard, 1993a, p. 58). As an aspect of this technology now taken for
granted in everyday life, the smartphone stands out as a multidimensional vehicle for
intermixing information and imagery in the palm of one’s hand (Ling, 2012). In
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parasitical terms, it can be considered a ‘quasi-object’ that is neither an object nor subject
but a form of connective token which constitutes an ‘astonishing constructor of intersub-
jectivity’ (Serres, 1982, p. 227). While the user’s subjectivity may be identified symboli-
cally by a strong attachment to the smartphone, it is largely in the linkups enabled by
this quasi-object that intersubjectivity is digitally realized as a mediation of myriad
visuals made significant in that person’s life. It is also an intersubjectivity canalizing feel-
ings of mutual pleasure, cooperation and exploration that can readily virtualize as com-
puter-supported communities or array as mediated publics (Horst & Miller, 2006; Ling,
2008; Rainie & Wellman, 2012). With mass possession of this quasi-object in the world
today, intersubjectivity based on parasitical thirdness is not only enhancing the predilec-
tion for mass-self communication but also a need for new interactive services that are
creating markets for mediated publics. These are markets that thrive on the commodity
sign of promotion, the semiotic aspect of capitalism which ‘bombards and envelopes us’
to the extent that ‘there is nothing that is not at least in theory vulnerable to commodifi-
cation’ (Hassan, 2020, pp. 110–11).9

Under this sign, digitization is automating and reproducing intersubjectivity in grow-
ing networks of data traffic that feed mediated publics. The intersubjectivity that Serres
wrote about had analogue implications, but now it has been commodified into signal-
dependent relationships which are both alienating to communicants and profitable to
agencies extracting data for intelligence and commercial purposes. As a product mar-
keted as mobile media, smartphone-enabled intersubjectivity offers paid-up online con-
nectivity as a form of rapid, almost instantaneous outreach where communicants can
reconceive their remoteness as interlocking with lines of support. Already immersed
in milieus of double-alienation,10 their utilization of remoteness as linkage inducements
places them in another bind, an alienation of alienation where being alone with others
produces an electronic illusion of togetherness when none analogously exists. The illu-
sion itself can be descried as digitized alienation being aimed ‘towards us, and in our rela-
tive powerlessness we internalise its purpose… as our own’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 163).

In the expanse of signalled connections to others, digital alienation becomes masked
by digitized selves imagining they possess a wide arc of freedom for linking up with any
aspect of mediated publics as well as embedding in systems of inter-relational support. It
is in these linkups that the illusion of togetherness is glossed over only to be made exploi-
table by data-harvesting organizations working to ‘compile highly specific dossiers on
millions of people’ and allow entrepreneurs to ‘sell pieces of each other’s individuality
to one another’ (Rheingold, 1994, p. 292). It would imply that mediated publics not
only portends an increasing scope of digitized alienation but also hides ‘a business
model based on the gathering and exploitation of aggregate information’ (Agar, 2013,
p. 230). Particularly in an economy of ‘big data’, digitized selves form an intrinsic aspect
of digitized governance where information on a wide variety of online interactions is not
only captured for various purposes (Leszczynski & Crampton, 2016; Madsen et al., 2016)
but also extrapolated as a basis for prediction and intervention (Lyon, 2014). Here, the
question of how freedom derived from smartphone-use can coexist with new forms of
control poses a challenge to the increasing reliance on mass-self communication in
mediated publics that unwittingly fosters the use of surveillance for political and com-
mercial ends.
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Masses in the data economy

In the analogue world, mass society was primarily treated as a collective condition of
proximal influence based on direct or indirect sources of information. There was little
or no emphasis on how information or data came to be stored, sorted or sold as part
of a complex process of economic and political control. Individuals in mass society
were mainly assumed to be senders and receivers of information but not specifically as
core subjects of databases. This assumption did not imply that databases were non-exist-
ent but that they were not perceived as central tools of economic and political control in
situations of remote social relationships. This idea of remoteness morphing into a con-
dition of alienation exploited by data controllers did not seem to arise because analogue-
centred communication rendered its significance as one occurring between self and
nature or self and technology, not between self and the power of remoteness.

However, changes in recent decades compelled the introduction of new concepts to
address the increasingly computerized nature of data collection, collation and control
in many populations shifting to digital communication. Dataveillance was one of these
concepts launched as a term of exposition on government and corporate participation
in the database revolution (Parker, 2000). The term itself was suggestive of a para-
digm-shift in studies on crime and deviance that remodelled the ‘Big Brother’ approach
to profile management by emphasizing ‘continuous surveillance through the use of
(meta)data’ (Van Dijck, 2014, p. 198). It dovetailed with the idea that such management
had led to a remaking of population statistics into ‘data-doubles’ by surveillant assem-
blages, or flexible structures designed for programmatic observations (Haggerty & Eric-
son, 2000). Data-doubles refer to digitized replicas of population samples that come to be
reutilized as crafted profiles for political and commercial ends. In actuality, they rep-
resent ‘a positive absorption into the transparency of computers’ (Baudrillard &Maclean,
1985, p. 580). As part of informational flows in mediated publics, this absorption trans-
lates into an aspect of the hyper-real or what Baudrillard (1993b, p. 72) addressed as ‘the
hallucinatory resemblance of the real to itself’. In short, simulated profiles derived from
mediated publics now form the digital means for behavioural, political and social control.
These profiles are, in a sense, an artefact of networked automation where ‘we don’t even
have to be aware that we are ‘producing’ the data that is being harvested, almost con-
stantly, if we carry a smartphone’ (Hassan, 2020, p. 160). They may under- or misrepre-
sent smartphone user-identities from the biases of access to their actions but
inadvertently demonstrate the reconditioning of remote participation into a source of
data production from which users are generally alienated and powerless to confront. It
is the ‘alien-ness’ of the extracted data that serves an important function in the creation
of data-doubles for influencing behavioural outcomes.

For researchers of surveillance, the appearance of data-doubles would imply a new
condition of control where social data are not only derived from de rigueur record-keep-
ing but also enticed from the digital activities of networked populations (e.g. Allmer,
2012; Andrejevic, 2007; Lyon, 2003, 2007; Marx, 2016; Monahan, 2010). But in an era
defined by the presence of mediated publics, these populations are not seen as invariably
confined to specific localities or subjected to set forms of observation and documen-
tation. Rather, Bauman and Lyon (2013) introduced the idea of liquid surveillance to
depict a new scenario of fluid watchfulness where older forms of administered
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observation became more flexible to spread into many areas of social life that had not
been intruded into before. This landscape of unhindered surveillance aided by digital
technologies was also considered a new source of manipulating and reassembling indi-
vidual identities. People would no longer be seen simply as owners of bodies with intact
identities but as ‘data particles detached from the whole and subject to instant reassembly
as profiled and projected parodies of the persons whose bodies revealed or released the
data in the first place (Lyon, 2010, p. 331).

The mediated nature of surveillance implies a whole new economy based on a digital
restructuring of detached data particles that transforms online participants into reper-
toires of saleable behavioural products. Such transformation is enabled by a technology
that can amass data fragments and make them amenable to algorithmic compilation. All
these processes operate in virtual space which is now a major, if not the dominant, space
for capitalist accumulation and contribute to the growing wealth of media corporations
such as Amazon, Facebook, Google and Netflix (Hassan, 2020, p. 106). These corpor-
ations are not only creating new avenues for building data capital (Sadowski, 2019)
but also directing their agendas within a ‘digital enclosure’ or an interactive virtual
space where various forms of online activity are subjected to their ‘monitoring embrace’
(Andrejevic, 2007, p. 2). In this embrace, the individuality of consumers comes to be trea-
ted as discrete parts of digitized masses rearranged and managed algorithmically as part
of an extraction imperative that is central to the new data economy.

This economy is based primarily on ‘surveillance in the interest of behavioural
surplus’ that aligns ‘business and the burgeoning demand of advertisers eager to squeeze
and scrape online behaviour by any available means in the competition for market
advantage’ (Zuboff, 2019, p. 88, 171). Squeezing and scraping online behaviour implies
that mediated publics are by definition exploited publics because data mining can be per-
formed almost unchallenged on any consumer’s smartphone and other online sites like
emails, GPS coordinates, or social media posts (Zuboff, 2019, p. 171). In a way, digital
mining could be considered a methodology made possible by digital alienation since con-
sumers, awed by the power of remoteness, are also distanced from the sources of that
power and so remain unconscious of their workings. Any digital action on their part
may be translated almost instantaneously into digital labour (Bucher & Fieseler, 2017;
Scholz, 2013), which is a type of behavioural output with surplus value. If most or all
online transactions were considered exploitable as sources of behavioural data, then
mediated publics would likely be treated as unsuspecting arenas of data procurement
to which few people can gain access for their own data protection (Bellanova, 2017).11

What is crucially important to these practices of data extraction concerns the long-
term archival control of digitized masses entrapped in their own participation of repro-
ducing profiled replicas for databases that form part of a chain of media-memory (Hos-
kins, 2018). It means that fragmented selfhoods derived from mass-self communication
can be remade or recomposed again and again, unlike Jasper’s ‘grains of sand’ that in ana-
logue terms do not cohere but scatter naturally over time. The archived nature of these
selves emerging as data-doubles does not disperse with time but ‘is ironically dumped
back into one place with the relational database of the multitude’ (Hoskins, 2018, p.
87). So even in some spheres of mediated environments that might offer the space for
possible resistance to surveillance, what kind of countermeasures could develop that
unmakes this juggernaut of archived datafication? Whistleblowing movements such as
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WikiLeaks might have achieved some levels of success in undermining the modus oper-
andi of data-gatherers, but could they change the mind-set of ‘those at the forefront of the
Big Data field [who] seem to have little time for ethics except as a minor, residual con-
cern’ (Lyon, 2014, p. 9)? Moreover, the belief in the immense power of technology
implies that data-gatherers would always feel they have the upper hand in situations
where digitized masses are ‘more exposed to organizations that are themselves more opa-
que’ (Lyon, 2014, p. 11).

Ultimately, the question remains as to how consciousness challenging the hubris of the
data economy can arise and develop within the networking spaces of mediated publics. It
would lead to a reconnaissance of network resources contributing to its emergence to
demonstrate mediated environments as not only exploitative but also potentially open
to planting the seeds of resistance. This conundrum of consciousness de-reification
within an already mediated, subdued public consciousness might then be Shils’ forgotten
spectre returned to haunt the present researchers of digitized masses.

Conclusion

Reviving mass society theory in the digital era poses new concerns about individual
identity and collective control. Previous renditions of the theory in the analogue era
addressed this problem basically in terms of ideological hegemony and elitist control
of the masses. Originating in the western political experiences of the last century,
the theory was unambiguously a diatribe against the failure of western democracies
in guaranteeing individual freedom. By attempting to highlight a crisis of freedom
within democratic governance across the western sphere, proponents of the theory
seemed to treat it as if this crisis was also endemic to emerging democracies in
other parts of the world. In short, mass society theory became globalized by default.
But the irony was that its globalization was fast-forwarded by digitization rather
than by democratization.

Theorists of mass society could not have anticipated the global effects of digitization
and the concomitant levelling of masses everywhere. They merely assumed the loss of
individual freedom predicated on western experience to be uniform. Yet, digitization fos-
tered new conditions to promote mediated publics to exceed the reaches of western
democratic expansion. Mediated publics are by definition global entities in the sense
of their virtual and almost instantaneous access to people, texts and images. It is the
remoteness and physically impersonal nature of digital space that provides an alternative
setting for how mass society can be rethought as an intersubjective communication sys-
tem in which smartphones and other electronic devices play a critical role. In this sense,
digital masses would no longer be considered equivalent to acting crowds since partici-
pants could be identified globally as mobile signals rather than nameless units within
amorphous multitudes. Focusing on digital masses would make central the social forces
framed by a shedding of mass anonymity through a digital empowerment of identities
but also a rendering of identities as vulnerable to new forms of control. It would pave
the way for a new understanding of masses not just as globalized assemblages but as
mediated publics formed and interconnected digitally to impact on political attitudes
and behaviour in any part of the world.
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Notes

1. The idea of mass society emerged alongside several other terms connoting large groups of
interacting people such as crowds, mobs, multitudes, swarms and publics. These terms have
also produced specific literatures resulting in convergences as well as complexities in mean-
ings. I shall not be dealing with these complexities except to underscore ‘mass’ as an inclus-
ive term that has troubled many a sociologist on the position of the individual within large
anonymous assemblies with momentary presence and fleeting connections. For recent
works on some of these cognate terms, see for example Dean (2016), Borch (2006, 2012),
Mazzarella (2010), Schnapp and Tiews (2006), Hardt and Negri (2004), Virno (2004),
and Rheingold (2002).

2. Each trend could be located in specific works with the first set found in those ranging from
De Tocqueville (1945) to Leavis (1930). The second set included works from Mills (1956) to
the Frankfurt School (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1973) and the third set from Shils (1972) to
Bell (1962, 1974, 1976).

3. This reframing of masses as a concept that cannot be made distinct from digital media rep-
resents a non-analogue approach to collective behaviour which Borch (2016) designates
‘crowd mediation’ where the crowd itself might also be seen as a mediating entity.

4. Critics might want to argue that even in the era of analogue radio broadcasts and television,
co-presence was not a prerequisite for disseminating information. However, information
was only passively received since listeners and viewers merely heard or saw but did not inter-
act in the same way that ‘digital natives’ could now relate to one another non-physically on
social media.

5. Initially, this new economy was seen to falter in a situation marked by low productivity
growth despite high investment in information technologies. This came to be known as
the productivity paradox and companies sought to overcome it by ‘using the Internet to
build external networks that tie their entire supply chain together’ (Kraemer & Dedrick,
2002, p. 23).

6. The idea of the Internet as universally ‘democratic’ continues to be controversial as critics
such as Morozov (2014, p. 62, 101) question its ‘false universalism’ and portray it as a ‘mean-
ingless shibboleth’. However, the initiation of Web 2.0 for promoting ‘user-business inter-
activity’ also became ‘the instantiation of inward globalisation’ to render possible wide-
ranging forms of participation that are ‘infinitely penetrable, flexible and mutable’ (Hassan,
2020, pp. 108–9). In short, Web 2.0 is intrinsically commercial and interactive in a decen-
tralized way that is often taken for granted by most Internet users.

7. The question of virality concerns the contagion effects of informational flow that can shape
the ways in which events are recorded, perceived and interpreted within and across net-
works. Rapidity of reproduction, mutation and dissemination forms the basis of the virus
imagery (see Sampson, 2012).

8. This imperative refers to a configuration of capitalism that produces a conjunction of high
technology, computerization and automation with new modes of societal organization
across the world. According to Kellner (1989, p. 181), it is not only highly mobile but
also inherently an acculturating factor in consumptive lifestyles that he termed technocul-
ture in which images and spectacles colonize everyday life (Kellner, 2003). The smartphone
may be construed as only embodying the cultural logic of this imperative that makes inse-
parable the speed of communication and command of imagery.

9. Any decline in smartphone use could lead to the shrinking of these markets, but it has not
happened yet despite increasing concern over the likelihood of harmful microwave radiation
associated with mobile phone technology (e.g. Davis, 2010; Blank, 2014; Samet et al., 2014;
Morgan et al., 2015). A plausible explanation for the discrepancy between smartphone use
and health concerns (Agar, 2013, p. 145) may be phrased as a question examining the poss-
ible effects of commodified inter-subjectivity on users’ risk consciousness, a question that
certainly needs further research. For a work on hyperconnectivity and risk, see Hoskins
and Tulloch (2016).
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10. Hassan (2020, p. 162) identifies double-alienation as alienation ‘from our relationship with
analogue technology and from the natural environment’. But digitality introduces a new
type of alienation that originates from the power of remoteness, which transforms ‘relation-
lessness’ into ‘a particular and nuanced socio-technical and ontological form’.

11. Yet, government agencies such as the US National Security Agency can obtain legal auth-
ority ‘to do front-door collection of data directly from the servers of major Internet compa-
nies like Facebook, Apple, Google, and Microsoft’ (Munkholm, 2020, p. 251).
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