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Scholars from a range of social sciences gath-
ered in Hannover for the third in a series of
conferences on the impact of digital tools and
culture on scholarship, following up on the
themes of „Digital Humanities“ (2013) and
„Big Data“ (2015) hosted by the Volkswagen-
Stiftung.

The conference was organized in the hopes
of uniting conflicting narratives around dif-
ferent notions of digitization. To do so, orga-
nizers argued, scholars need to do more than
merely catalog differences. They must find
common ground – a shared lens, so to speak,
with which to view the new developments.
„If we want to observe and describe digital so-
ciety,“ opening speaker FLORIAN SÜSSEN-
GUTH (acatech, Munich) said, „we cannot ex-
pect to form a clear picture or grand narra-
tive by simply collecting different versions.“
In contrast to the social sciences, Süssenguth
noted, the humanities have already embraced
the potential of digital tools to advance em-
pirical research. Social sciences should follow
suit.

In a digital world, HELEN MARGETTS
(University of Oxford) noted, platforms like
Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat are where we
acquire political information, discuss politics,
and make decisions on whether to participate
in politics and increasingly where we „do“
politics. On the whole, Margetts observed,
social media stimulates very small acts of po-
litical participation, drawing new people into
politics. And tiny acts can scale up – the
demonstrations on Egypt’s Tahrir Square or
PODEMOS in Spain began as huge numbers
of very small acts. But social media as politi-
cal force comes with caveats. Digital political
action has destabilizing implications for tradi-
tional politics and parties. Policymakers need
to develop new approaches to this turbulence.
Researchers, too, need better access to data if
they are to understand the phenomenon.

Arguing that technological innovations can

only be understood in context, ARMIN
NASSEHI’s keynote (University of Munich),
that was delivered by Florian Süssenguth,
highlighted that digitization has thrown us
into a fourth industrial revolution, one
that hybridizes industries that once seemed
straightforward: Armed with data on traf-
fic, user preferences, fuel economy, and arti-
ficial intelligence, companies are now selling
mobility, not automobiles, for example. Yet
proponents of the digital society often make
claims they can’t fulfil. „Complex systems
can’t be understood causally until after the
fact,“ he warns.

Since 1997, surveys show public trust in
the US media has dropped 21 points. As
the public turns away from professional me-
dia to alternative information sources, it has
had consequences including the rise of alter-
native information sources. Looking at the
US as a case study, DEEN FREELON (Uni-
versity of North Carolina) said that for peo-
ple on the political right, Fox News and Breit-
bart are now preferred. For people on the left,
political information is often sourced from
so-called „digital marginalized communities“
(DMCs): Social-media based phenomena like
Black Twitter. While DMCs aren’t primarily
about replacing traditional journalism, they
also perform journalistic functions – approx-
imating media criticism, agenda-setting, op-
eds, explainers, and political commentary. As
part of a large-scale study of Twitter data,
Freelon is hoping to understand the key dif-
ferences between DMCs and whether DMCs
are autonomous or reactive to mass media
agendas.

In a counter-intuitive talk, CORNELIUS
PUSCHMANN (Hans-Bredow-Institute,
Hamburg) pushed back against the idea that
social media is responsible for creating „filter
bubbles“ that promote societal polarization.
To support his argument, he pointed out
that a mere 14 percent of Americans consider
social media their most important source of
news, and that Europeans rely on regional
newspapers and a handful of TV stations for
their information. Analyzing the Facebook
presence of the anti-Islamic Pegida movement
as part of a data journalism project funded
by the Volkswagen Foundation, Puschmann
found that on the far right social media was
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far more popular than traditional information
sources. Pegida users were fairly insular and
unrepresentative of the population at large;
most of the comments came from a small
number of extremely active users. Social
media, therefore, is not a mirror of public
opinion: Small groups may exert outsize
societal influence, but the public – in Ger-
many, anyway – is more resistant to outside
manipulation than commonly thought.

Commenting on the presentations, politi-
cian JIMMY SCHULZ (FDP) argued against
an anti-hate speech law that would ask Face-
book to decide whether a post is legal or il-
legal – rather than judges or courts. „I think
we’ll ruin our state if we do that,“ he said.
What we need, he said, is a digital enlighten-
ment: Teach our children how to use the in-
ternet and how it works, so they can make in-
formed decisions about what they find on it.
In response, LEONHARD DOBUSCH (Freie
Universität Berlin) said it’s not that simple:
Media literacy should acknowledge that it’s a
struggle to get facts right and one that poten-
tially never ends.

Data is the world’s most valuable resource.
Digital evangelists promise early detection
of disease outbreaks or natural disasters and
dramatic extension of lifespans. Yet CHRIS-
TIAN FUCHS (University of Westminster)
warns that the rise of big data must be un-
derstood in the broader context: commodifi-
cation of everything as part of neoliberal ide-
ology. Facebook and Google profit from the
clicks and likes of their users, who engage in
labor that does not feel like labor. And even
sites that eagerly promote freedom via the
„gig economy“ in reality exploit their work-
ers. A new vision of the commons, a sort of
social democracy 2.0, is needed. As an aside,
Fuchs lamented the colonization of the hu-
manities and social science by computer sci-
ence. „My fear is: this will result in death of
theory-grounded research,“ Fuchs said.

In the developing world, data is also mak-
ing inroads. Data on developing countries
and their citizens is often collected by pri-
vate companies in collaboration with NGOs
and government ministries and used for com-
mercial purposes, explained LAURA MANN
(London School of Economics). In the devel-
opment community, data is often described as

a public good that needs to be accessed, rather
than a resource to be capitalized on. Mean-
while, valuable data is encouraged to flow
from developing countries, which are thought
to be lacking expertise, to developed coun-
tries with more knowledge. As part of the
dominant ideology of doing good by selling
things to the poor, corporations are monetiz-
ing the networks of non-profits. „African gov-
ernments and the private sector need to be
more careful and strategic about digital indus-
trial policy and data,“ Mann warned.

MICHAEL VASSILIADIS (IG BCE,
Hanover) said that amidst the excitement
over „Economy 4.0,“ young people feel they
are falling behind. While digitalization brings
freedom to many, the outsourcing and gig
economies can lead to commercialization
and control: When everyone is a digital
entrepreneur, everyone is in competition.
According to Vassiliadis, digitization is
a part of neo-liberalism, and neo-liberal
structures might be to the disadvantage of
workers. Thus, the challenge is to convince
the workers of tomorrow to adopt new union
structures to protect workers.

A central flaw in many discussions of the
digital future is the assumption that artificial
intelligence will mimic the way humans think
and act. DIRK BAECKER (Witten/Herdecke
University) sees an opportunity for social sci-
entists: While robots are able to exchange sig-
nals and anticipate behavior, and even partic-
ipate in communication, they don’t yet com-
municate in a human-like way. Social sci-
ences should investigate interfaces between
humans and machines to bridge this gap.
Gamification, for example, provides an op-
portunity to look at the way man and machine
relate, an opportunity that may not be avail-
able for long.

Taking the long view, SHUNYA YOSHIMI
(University of Tokyo) criticized the basis of
many predictive models, which assume con-
tinuous change. In the case of big data analy-
sis – used to model consumer behavior and
power agricultural technology, among other
things – a continuous data space is necessary.
But a look at the historical record suggests dis-
continuity: Historical practices are long and
discontinuous (interrupted at irregular inter-
vals by wars and revolutions), whereas sta-
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tistical prediction efforts are short and con-
tinuous (climate change, population growth).
A dialogue between humanities and data sci-
ence requires better understanding of long-
term global history.

Munich Re’s BERNHARD KAUFMANN
looked at the risk landscape through the lens
of the latest digital developments. Digital
technologies have direct implications for in-
surance companies: Transformations driven
by technology have the potential to disrupt
whole industries. Can certain risks even be in-
sured? What would be a fair price for a „cyber
cover“? The „Internet of Things“ promises to
shake up the insurance industry, too: Equip-
ment and machinery will no longer need to
be insured, because digitally-connected de-
vices will deliver earlier information on when
things need to be repaired or serviced.

Highlighting the importance of algorithms,
ELENA ESPOSITO (University of Modena)
took on the „right to be forgotten“ in light of
digital archives and powerful search engines.
„In the past, the problem of memory was
the inability to remember,“ she pointed out.
„Now the problem of the web is its inability to
forget.“ Yet the analogies to human memory
are misleading: Online, memory is not made
of unlimited data, but rather the ability to fo-
cus and select relevant data. In other words
algorithms enhance forgetting but don’t erase
memories.

ANDREAS DIEKMANN (ETH Zurich)
looked at what game theory says about the
interactions between buyers and sellers, and
how trust works online. Reputation systems
are a vulnerable public good. Analyzing on-
line marketplaces showed that leaving feed-
back was a low-cost decision motivated by al-
truism and reciprocity. The research suggests
sociology has to refine its theories, propose
precise and testable hypotheses, and pay at-
tention to techniques of collecting and analyz-
ing digital data.

To better understand how data was chang-
ing the way people lived, DEBORAH LUP-
TON (University of Canberra) focused on ex-
amples of people using digital devices to
monitor, quantify and track their daily activ-
ities and their physical performance. Self-
tracking gave some study participants a sense
of achievement and a feeling of being in con-

trol. Others said data made them more aware
of their bodies, for example in the case of di-
abetes. But they had little concern when it
came to their data privacy or security. Self-
trackers in the general population were less
likely to share data and more likely to be over-
whelmed – because, perhaps, they were track-
ing to manage a chronic illness.

Facebook and others are therefore becom-
ing important tools of human self-expression,
according to JOS DE MUL (Erasmus Univer-
sity Rotterdam). That means that the plat-
form’s database and „timeline“ are important
determinants of how you tell your own life
story, and at the same time they are depen-
dent on the commercially-driven algorithms
of Facebook and other services. Yet while
Facebook encourages users to express all as-
pects of life on the platform, this complete dis-
closure has drawbacks and makes people vul-
nerable to data mining and profiling.

CHRISTOPHER ANDERSON (City Uni-
versity of New York) looked at the belea-
guered press in his lecture on the history of
data journalism in the US. Over time, jour-
nalists believe, the media has gotten better, in
part because of how it uses data. „Journalism
has become more certain about what it knows,
and that may not be an unalloyed good for
democracy, even if it is good for journalism
as a profession,“ Anderson said. Meanwhile,
the US is developing empirical tribes of vot-
ers with an aesthetic resistance to data. Just as
journalists become more convinced their pre-
sentation and methods are on the right course,
large parts of the public see analyses by jour-
nalists as elite discourse that doesn’t speak to
them. To address this gap, journalism should
be more open – in scientific tradition – about
what it doesn’t know.

Datafied journalism – from maps and
graphics based on large data sets to in-
vestigative endeavors like the Panama Pa-
pers project – is a reflection of an increas-
ingly datafied society, said WIEBKE LOOSEN
(Hans-Bredow-Institute, Hamburg). Often
seen as future of journalism, in the profes-
sion as well as in academe, its key char-
acteristics include large sets of quantitative
data as raw material, visualization, and open
source or crowdsourced data sets. The trend
has helped algorithms permeate the business:

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



They help in finding topics, fact checking,
and distribution of news. Professional jour-
nalism and algorithmically-generated infor-
mation are interwoven and interrelated, and
analysis shows there are no stable trends.

There are reasons to be cautious: Most
stories Loosen looked at rely on data re-
leased by official institutions (in that sense the
Panama Papers were an outlier). CHRISTIAN
STOECKER (Hamburg University of Applied
Sciences) voiced a further concern, pointing
out that the many Panama Papers stories were
highly acclaimed but yielded few concrete re-
sults. „All journalists don’t need to be data
journalists. He said. „To get the truth out and
reach an audience, you need people.“

EVA STENSKOELD (Riksbankens Ju-
bileumsfond, Stockholm) said that data
would bring changes to how academics
seek funding and publish their work. As
part of the open science movement, access
to data is vital. And the entanglement of
humanities and hard sciences as part of a
wider digital transformation will ultimately
lead to changes in how funding organiza-
tions can support research, and to changed
governance. Open access, for example, may
one day mean that rather than paying to read
you’ll have to pay to publish.

In the end, the conference’s presentations
made clear that data can be a tremendously
valuable tool for social scientists of all stripes,
provided it’s paired with solid theoretical and
historical awareness. From journalism to de-
velopment economics, data alone can be dan-
gerously easy to misuse; the unpredictability
of human behavior is a poor fit for a purely
data-driven approach. This is at once a chal-
lenge and an opportunity for social science,
which has long sought to find new ways to
understand and explain how societies tick.
It’s also important to incorporate the human-
istic elements of social science into the increas-
ingly data-driven ways we interact with each
other and ourselves, e.g. through online plat-
forms and search algorithms.

Conference Overview:

WORDS OF WELCOME
Wilhelm Krull, Secretary General, Volkswa-
gen Foundation, Hanover (Germany)
Florian Süssenguth, acatech, Munich (Ger-

many)

SESSION I: SOCIETY THROUGH THE LENS
OF THE DIGITAL
Chair: Florian Süssenguth, acatech, Munich
(Germany)

KEYNOTE_
_Armin Nassehi, Institute of Sociology, LMU
Munich (Germany)

STATEMENT
Wilhelm Krull, Volkswagen Foundation,
Hanover (Germany)

PANEL DISCUSSION – FROM OBSERVA-
TION TO THEORY
Saskia Sassen, Department of Sociology,
Columbia University (USA)
Shunya Yoshimi, Interfaculty Initiative on
Information Studies, University of Tokyo
(Japan)
Armin Nassehi, Institute of Sociology, LMU
Munich (Germany)

LIGHTNING TALKS I (YOUNG RE-
SEARCHERS)
Chair: Cornelius Puschmann, Hans-Bredow-
Institute, Hamburg (Germany)

SESSION II: RADICAL DEMOCRACY OR
THE LIQUEFACTION OF ALL COLLECTIV-
ITIES? THE POLITICAL TELEOLOGIES OF
DIGITAL MEDIA
Chair: Armin Nassehi, Institute of Sociology,
LMU Munich (Germany)

LECTURES
Saskia Sassen, Department of Sociology,
Columbia University (USA)
David Lyon, Surveillance Studies Centre,
Queen’s University Kingston (Canada) (tbc)

SESSION III: UPDATING SOCIAL CRITI-
CISM: DIGITAL CAPITALISM AND DIGI-
TAL LABOUR
Chair: Leonhard Dobusch, Innsbruck Univer-
sity (Austria)

LECTURES
Christian Fuchs, Centre for Social Media Re-
search, University of Westminster (UK)
Laura Mann, Department of International
Development, London School of Economics
(UK)
Mary L. Gray, Department of Communication
and Culture, Indiana University Bloomington
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(USA)

COMMENT
Michael Vassiliadis, IG BCE, Hanover (Ger-
many)

SESSION IV: SOCIETY THROUGH THE
EYES OF ROBOTS, ALGORITHMS AND AI
Chair: Sophie Mützel, University of Lucerne
(Switzerland)

LECTURES
Dirk Baecker, Faculty of Humanities and Arts,
University Witten/Herdecke (Germany)
Shunya Yoshimi, Interfaculty Initiative on
Information Studies, University of Tokyo
(Japan)

COMMENT
Michael Bültmann, HERE Deutschland
GmbH (Germany)

SESSION V: SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE
AND UNCERTAINTY: COPING WITH DIG-
ITAL INFORMATION OVERLOAD IN SCI-
ENCE AND BUSINESS
Chair: Ralph Schroeder, Oxford Internet Insti-
tute, Oxford University (UK)

LECTURES
Elena Esposito, Department of Communica-
tions and Economy, University of Modena
(Italy)
Andreas Diekmann, Department of Humani-
ties, Social and Political Sciences, ETH Zurich
(Switzerland)

COMMENT
Bernhard Kaufmann, Munich RE (Germany)

LIGHTNING TALKS II (YOUNG RE-
SEARCHERS)
Chair: Cornelius Puschmann, Hans-Bredow-
Institute, Hamburg (Germany)

SESSION VI: IDENTITY IN TIMES OF AL-
GORITHM – QUANTIFIED SELF & GAMIFI-
CATION
Chair: Nikolaus Röttger, wired (Germany)
(tbc)

LECTURES
Deborah Lupton, Faculty of Arts and Design,
University of Canberra (Australia)
Jos de Mul, Institute for Philosophy of Infor-
mation and Communication Technology,
Erasmus University Rotterdam (The Nether-

lands)

SESSION VII: OBSERVING THE WORLD
THROUGH HERMENEUTICS OR
THROUGH ALGORITHMS? DATA JOUR-
NALISM & DATA VISUALIZATION
Chair: Cornelius Puschmann, Hans-Bredow-
Institute, Hamburg (Germany)

LECTURES
Tom Holert, Academy of the Arts of the
World, Cologne (Germany)
Christoph Neuberger, Department of Com-
munication, LMU Munich (Germany)

COMMENT
Dirk von Gehlen, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Mu-
nich (Germany)

SESSION VIII: PANEL DISCUSSION. IM-
PLICATIONS OF CHANGING MODES OF
COMMUNICATION AND PARTICIPATION
FOR RESEARCH AND RESEARCH POLICY
Chair: Wilhelm Krull, Volkswagen Founda-
tion, Hanover (Germany)

Tagungsbericht Society Through the Lens of the
Digital. 31.05.2017–02.06.2017, Hannover, in:
H-Soz-Kult 11.08.2017.
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