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Social Media and the 
Hermeneutics of Participation 
in the Digital Culture

Abstract
The pervasive social media and the mobile technologies today, with their 

features of connectivity, interactivity, participatory, and user-productivity, 

have provided us new ways of relating with one another and with the world. 

The participatory culture that social media have helped form stirs up new 

forms of political participation, economic production, and sociality. However, 

this also brings about fresh anxieties, tension, and conflict of interests. Critics 

doubt the optimism and ask whether the goods that social media brings in 

fact just screen the real negative effects upon our individual character and the 

social order; thus, their call for a critical theory of the digital culture. In that 

light, this paper studies the structure of participation in and with social media 

as part of the hermeneutic phenomenon. Concerned with the status of human 

understanding, philosophical hermeneutics presents a concept of participation 

that is integral in the notion of understanding as conversation. The paper also 

highlights the contrasts between the manipulative tendency of the technical 

reason and the involved and deliberative character of human practice (praxis). 

Philosophical hermeneutics, then, as practical philosophy, combats the notion 

of understanding and participation that is dominated by instrumental and tech-
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nical interest. Thus, in trying to make sense of the participatory aspect and the 

technological aspect of the social media, there is an emphasis on the element of 

critical participation in the practice of understanding. 

Keywords
connectivity, conversation, critical, hermeneutics, participation, practice, social 

media
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Fig. 1. The pervasive social media and the mobile technologies today, with their features 
of connectivity, interactivity, participatory, and user-productivity, have provided us 
new ways of relating with one another and with the world; http://kodaheart.com/
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Fig. 2. The social media, collectively, is a kind of technology that provides opportunity for its 
users to interact among themselves in a new way, mediated only by the Internet and the 
Web; https://www.amnesty.org.au/
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Introduction
We are users of tools, and we have come to think that technology serves as 

a tool at our disposal. But what happens when technology becomes compre-

hensive and encompassing (or perhaps overwhelming) such as the case of 

Information and Communication Technology [ICT]? “In fact,” says Luciano 

Floridi, [the ICTs] have become environmental, anthropological, social, and 

interpretative forces. They are creating and shaping our intellectual and 

physical realities, changing our self-understanding, modifying how we relate 

to each other and ourselves, and upgrading how we interpret the world, 

and all this pervasively, profoundly, and relentlessly” (6). After a relatively 

brief span of time from the time when the computer was huge, the ICT 

seems to have receded into the background as it now becomes ordinary and 

commonplace. Mark Weiser in 1991 wisely presaged the scenario: “The most 

profound technologies are those that disappear. They weave themselves 

into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it” (94). 

Humans continually upgrade the ICT, and this in turn has constantly formed 

our social and technological surrounding through the “particular set of tech-

nological affordances, a particular set of business models and corporate prac-

tices, a particular set of organizations, and a particular set of cultural habits, 

practices and expectations” (Meikle x). 

All these pertain to the social media that now has occupied a big role 

in what we do and how we do things. The social media, collectively, is a 

kind of technology that provides opportunity for its users to interact among 

themselves in a new way, mediated only by the internet and the web. The 

emergence of social media is integrally associated with the rise of Web 2.0 

which is basically a dynamic and interactive web compared to the html-

based static version when it began in 1991. Comparing the two, Jose van 

Dijck says, “[w]ords like ‘interactivity’ and ‘participatory’ described Web 

2.0’s potential to ‘talk back’ and send messages instantly, whereas previous 

media had wielded power over their one-way publishing or broadcasting 

channels” (10). The “traditional media,” like the newspapers and television as 

well as the commercial companies and organizations that utilized this early 

form of the web (often later referred to as Web 1.0) produces the content 
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(media, products, services, information, among others) that are distributed 

throughout the web, creating a top-down process of delivery and dissem-

ination. Powered by Web 2.0, the social media (classified as “new media”) 

provides the platforms or software that allow their users to produce content, 

needing very little technical skills. This time, the inhabitants of the internet, 

elated over the connectedness, are turned into creators and consumers 

themselves and become the wellspring of materials that get circulated in 

cyberspace. In that sense, cyberspace becomes a cultural space and a public 

sphere where the users’ participation is an inherent element for its being. 

But Web 2.0 is for business purposes, too; it is basically a business model 

responsible for powering the successes of online commerce after the dotcom 

bust in 2000. 

This development brings about a complex reality where the apparent 

positive features, like communicating and exchanging documents and objects 

online, and others simply provide ways to exploit activities in the web for 

profit. There, questions and issues begin to emerge.  Thus, this is not an ideal 

sphere; the rapid change brought about by the social media “brings fresh 

anxieties”—like the “anxiety about the authenticity of with whom we may 

communicate in online networks” (Meikle viii). For Geert Lovink, one of the 

persistent critical theorists today, “the participatory crowds suddenly find 

themselves in a situation full of tension and conflict” (Internet Without 1). 

Second thoughts about the forged connections and online encounters among 

distant users crop up amidst the shallowness and addictive distractions. 

Thus, given the phenomenon of the social media today, the embeddedness of 

these technologies reveals a condition wherein the users’ self-understanding 

is greatly implicated by their participation and their finding of meaning.  If 

we agree with Floridi’s profound observation, then we can say that ICT and 

those that stem out of it, like the social media and the smart handy devices, 

conjure up the issue of understanding and interpretation. In other words, 

within the digital culture, the ICT, in spite of its power and promise, is not 

a transparent reality but still a hermeneutical phenomenon—that is, a situ-

ation where the status of understanding is critical in the question of what it 

is to be human. 
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This paper deals with the social media, the structure of participation 

and hermeneutic understanding. Hermeneutics takes as its point of discus-

sion attempts at bringing into our understanding (or realm of familiarity) 

unfamiliar situations. Hermeneutics could be an account of bridging the gap 

between the alien or strange that we strive to understand and the familiar 

that we already understand; thus, it also encompasses conversations as they 

involve at least two people trying to make sense of what each other is saying. 

As is often the case, conflict of interpretations happens in conversations and 

the need to come to an agreement constitutes a hermeneutical exigency. A 

hermeneutic understanding involves a recognition that those who partic-

ipate in the conversation already share a common understanding before 

they get (or fail) to have a consensus. Advocates of social media studies 

and users believe the participatory nature of this technological innovation, 

but critics doubt their use and notion of “participation” that neglects other 

aspects like decision-making, class and democratic participation (see Fuchs 

2014). Philosophical hermeneutics as a philosophical activity is also praxis, 

an understanding that is expressed in real life and action.1 As emphasized by 

Gary Shapiro and Alan Sica, “the broad hermeneutical aim is to make such 

understanding meaningful for life and thought” (Hermeneutics 4). Thus, it 

is under this view that notions of participation and understanding in the 

context of the social media and the wider world of the digital culture shall 

be analyzed.

The Social Media
The convergence of the internet and communication has led to tremendous 

advances in connection, communication, and automation (computer tech-

nology) that has brought about significant consequences in the production, 

distribution, and management of information. All these help create the 

digital culture, wherein its material artifacts include computers, smart mobile 

devices, digital media, networks, data warehouses, broadband connectivity, 

among others. The integration and complementarity of these things, not to 

mention their overlapping developments, shape the new technologies that 

impact on our social reality. For these are not mere technologies; they entail 
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social relations and processes, promptly transforming the character of our 

culture today. They usher in new spaces for interactions and mediations that 

challenge social theorists as well as corporate thinkers to reflect on social 

change and the consequences for development. In particular, an important 

thing that emerges in this digital age is social connectivity or online sociality 

that draws many users into creative and persistent interactions, unhampered 

by physical distance and occasion (maybe an executive is in the middle of a 

formal meeting but occasionally sends messages to his mechanic regarding 

the repair of his engine; or likes a Facebook post of his girlfriend, and 

others). These interactions take along myriad of possible artifacts—from 

personal, religious, cultural, economic to social and political—that get shared 

in multiple directions and in a fast pace. Thus, forming a new dimension 

in human sociality—where the online and offline blend—serves as context 

for self-understanding, inasmuch as the new digital media technologies have 

emphasized their participatory aspect.  

People’s practices that are mediated by digital technology have changed 

(not to say advanced) in just a short period of time. One highlight of the 

digital media is its salient features compared to the old broadcast media.2 

The social media is an online media and is interactive owing largely to its 

being hypertextual and hypermediated. The prefix “hyper,” though originally 

coined to refer to being linked or having a link within the web, means “exces-

sive,” perhaps precisely because a text or medium leads one to another text 

or medium, then to another, and to another, and others creating rhizomic 

movement that leaves no center and remains open-ended. However, the 

social media, even goes beyond the “hyper” feature. In social media, the users 

have the ability to produce content and spread it. In the internet “media 

spreads,” say Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green, as they argue for 

the spreadability model in describing how content within the network get 

created, remixed, reframed, or shared, and others. “If it doesn’t spread, it’s 

dead.”3 They claim that the rapid and widespread circulation of media content 

is based largely on the “social motives of those who are actually doing the 

spreading,” and in the process of being distributed from culture to culture, 

the same content is being remade, reinterpreted and transformed (Jenkins, 
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Convergence Culture 296). In this environment, brand producers or compa-

nies need to understand the new dynamics of production and consumption 

where the grassroots now have leverage in the overall process of content 

creation. As the emphasis on the customers or audiences’ big role in the 

production and circulation of media is clearly pointed out in the book, it can 

be said that even technological innovations, like the media platforms, are 

shaped in large part by grassroots movements and perceived desires. In the 

new media ecology, spreadability provides diversified meanings and experi-

ences and reflects practices of participatory culture. Thus, this also increases 

the opportunity for opening up to new perspectives and developing empathy 

for perspectives of others (Jenkins, Convergence Culture 304).

The status of being at the same time producer and consumer is the 

result of the blurring of boundaries between producers—creators of content 

and cultural artifacts—and consumers, the users, audience or buyers of the 

products. In The Third Wave (1984), Alvin Toffler already coined the term 

“prosumers,” referring first to people who consume what they themselves 

produced, such as what occurred in the First Wave, then to users of the kind 

of products like the DIY (Do-It-Yourself) in the Third Wave. In the context 

of the new media technology, Alex Bruns’ complementary term “produsage” 

is meant to break away from the “producer  distributor  consumer 

dichotomy” inherent in the industrial economic model, to present an appro-

priate term that fits the informational economic models.  Bruns says that:

[I]n such models, the production of ideas takes place in a collaborative, 
participatory environment which breaks down the boundaries between 
producers and consumers and instead enables all participants to be users as 
well as producers of information and knowledge, or what I have come to 
call produsers (275-284).

Bruns emphasizes not only the role of users as producers, but also the 

elements of collaboration and continuous building and extending of existing 

content, like in the case of Wikipedia and multi-user games.  The new concept 

(or even already a phenomenon) produsage, just like any other neologism, 

helps in the understanding of the internet in general and the social media in 
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particular as it highlights several processes. First, greater consumer influ-

ence is manifested as feedback processes between producers and consumers 

are encouraged. Second, the more innovative communication and informa-

tion technology favors the “information pull” method of access to informa-

tion which in turn encourages produsage. Third, through the new media 

platforms, the production and distribution of information and cultural arti-

facts are much more widely available or democratized, as also noted in The 

Spreadable Media. Fourth, more networking sites enable a collective means 

of organization and engagement. And fifth, content is digital which is easily 

produced, reproduced, remixed and distributed or spread; and it can be 

endlessly used by all (Miller 87). 

These processes are manifestations of the convergence that has funda-

mentally characterized the coming together of communication, information, 

and computer technology.  Conceptual models such as “spreadable media” 

and “produsage” in understanding the digital culture present an opportu-

nity, wider role, and greater agency of the users. Now, they are not merely 

passive receivers of products and services; they are also determinants of the 

overall content of the internet. In a way, the digital culture has become a 

gigantic factory which does not have a central authority but an interplay of 

interests and technological enablement. Its great impact upon capitalism in 

the post-industrial economy has been duly noted by critics. Many say that 

changes in the production opportunities ushered by the information tech-

nology do not really substantially break-up the capitalistic structure and 

agenda; but some also point out that the shift to a network structure of the 

economic enterprise and the lessening of the direct control by the capitalist 

upon production and distribution already constitute a significant change. 

Joe Karaganis’ descriptions for search engines and digital technologies, in 

general, equally apply to social media. Using Deleuzian concepts, he says: 

 
[d]igital technologies are powerful forces of deterritorialization—of disem-
bedding knowledge and culture from existing institutions, practices, and 
geographies—but they are also tools of continuous social and political 
reterritorialization, as borders are redrawn, new institutions and structures 
emerge, and new forms of control are established (11).
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Although it has all the qualities so far attributed to the digital media, 

the social media, Graham Meikle points out, differs from the digital media 

in general for it includes the “dimension of personal communication that is so 

central to social media” (6). With a social media account, the user connects 

with others and let others interact with her personally online. Since each 

has her/his own network of friends or contacts, her/his personal commu-

nication with any of them generally generates visibility thereby making it 

public communication as well. This description of personal communication 

that converges with the public puts the likes of Wikipedia outside the cate-

gory of social media. A trivial differentiation in so far as the discussion here 

is concerned, however, it points to what is essential—which is the sphere 

in which interactions and conversations can happen—when Meikle defines 

social media “[as] networked database platforms that combine public and 

personal communication” (6). The emphasis on the added feature of personal 

communication and public visibility highlights the cultural pattern that 

blends the personal, private, ordinary with the professional, public, and 

formal. From one perspective, this is a kind of widening of the socio-polit-

ical sphere, encouraging and enabling free expression, creative imagination, 

new associations, and conversations. But from another view, this can also be 

another occasion for exploitation of unpaid labor, or economic opportunism.

Jose van Dijck’s discussion in the Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History 

of Social Media presents another aspect that needs to be highlighted in the 

understanding of social media. Van Dijck uses Haenlein and Kaplan’s defini-

tion which says that social media is “a group of Internet-based applications 

that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and 

that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (4).4 While 

Web 2.0 platforms are user-centered and facilitate interactivity, collabora-

tion, and communal activities, they are also coded systems that automati-

cally manipulate connections. The technical aspect of social media cannot be 

downplayed insofar as “sociality coded by technology renders people’s activ-

ities formal, manageable, and manipulable, enabling platforms to engineer 

the sociality in people’s everyday routine” (van Dijck 12). The conflation of 

human connectedness and automated connectivity has also shifted the basis 
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valuation from quality (the kind of friends and intimacy developed) to quan-

tity (the sheer number of friends). Online sociality is in fact techno-social 

where platforms are the conditions for social interactions. Apparent in van 

Dijck’s presentation is the clash between user tactics and platform strate-

gies.  Thus, from all indications, defining social media is not an easily settled 

issue; the varying points of view, exhortations, and criticisms reflect the still 

ongoing debate.

Participation in Social Media
According to Nico Carpentier, a professor in communication studies, “the 

concept of participation is one that emerges throughout the social.” He 

locates the articulation of participation in democracy, development, spatial 

planning, art and museum, and communication (10). What Carpentier 

asserts is true whatever he means by social. Among many things, Carpentier’s 

bold assertion is that participation is really about power. In the political 

order, the relevance or importance of participation goes back to its polit-

ical root. Participation is legitimate and important because the imbalances 

of power between the ruler and the people can be minimized by the logic 

of participation. An authoritarian regime concentrates power in the ruler 

and participation of the governed is almost absent. The maximum participa-

tion is when each individual has equal power to determine the outcome of 

one’s decision. When power is absent, then there is no participation to talk 

about. The notions of access and interaction are differentiated from partic-

ipation because the first two do not involve an act from the participant to 

effect a change upon the other party. Participation involves co-deciding with 

others. Such a framework, when applied to media (broadcast), presents a 

situation wherein audience-participants need to negotiate their way within 

the balance of power usually determined by structure (of the media) and the 

privileged status of the professional practitioners. Accordingly, Carpentier 

states that: “The power play that is seen at work in a highly fluid and contin-

gent context creates the need for constant negotiation and care in order 

to protect the vulnerable power equilibrium between media professionals 

and participants” (425). Obviously, Carpentier’s case reference could not be 
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made to refer to social media where the structure of audience engagement is 

significantly different.

In his Convergence: Where the Old and New Media Collide, Henry Jenkins 

illustrates how media transitions from the broadcast media toward conver-

gence brought by the cultural process alongside the development in commu-

nication and digital technology. In his book, he argues for the new trend for 

technology, media industry, audience, content creators with respect to how 

media content flows—Convergence. “By convergence, I mean the flow of 

content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple 

media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who will 

go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences 

they want,” states Jenkins (2). Brought about by this new phenomenon is the 

participatory culture which “contrasts with older notions of passive media 

spectatorship” (3). Here, the roles of media producers and consumers are 

not separate but rather they converge. The words prosumers and producer 

reflect this convergence which promotes participation more than spectator-

ship. In general, we consider the users as participants who interact, collab-

orate, engage, and others, according to a set of rules different from what we 

have known. Jenkins talks of the collective intelligence, a term by French 

cybertheorist Pierre Lévy, as product or process wherein participants get to 

interact, confer, discuss, or converse with one another. He claims that collec-

tive intelligence is an alternative source of power which plays a great part in 

the meaning-making in the popular culture.

In Spreadable Media, Jenkins, Ford, and Green talk of the “spreadability as 

the potential . . . for audiences to share content for their own purposes . . . ” 

(3). This notion connotes more the act of circulation rather than distribution 

of media.  Accordingly, “audiences are making their presence felt by actively 

shaping media flows, and producers, brand managers, customer service 

professionals, and corporate communicators are waking up to the commer-

cial need to actively listen and respond to them” (2). This view takes note of 

the growing prominence of the “grassroots audience,”—the usual, ordinary 

users—and its role or part that get the attention of the media owners and 

creators within the dynamics (or logics) of the digital environment. We can 
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relate to this the rise of social networking platforms that facilitate greater flow 

of sharing and exchange. Jenkins, Ford, and Green note that “. . . networked 

participation also forces media companies and brands to be more responsive 

to their audiences” (175). Thus, even in the sphere of audience and technical 

creators, participation has led to not only to concrete results (creating and 

innovating digital tools) but also toward mutual recognition. Part also of the 

argument, with the model of spreadability, is the emphasis that participatory 

culture should not be understood as being determined only or largely by the 

technology, say of the social networking sites. The argument points more 

to the logic of the interaction and relation and the practices that emerge. 

Thus, participation is not limited to creating and circulating artifact; it also 

involves reading, commenting, sharing, and posting. 

The Social
A critical look upon the concept of “social media” can turn to the meaning 

and significance of the word “social.” Does it hold a great significance that 

fosters greater solidarity and critical engagement? Basically, media in general 

are social inasmuch as they are invested with human labor and concerned 

with social matters—that is, issues that touch upon the people and their rela-

tions. There was a time when the social was related with the expression 

of power, class struggle, and protest. The social was a word used in line 

with politics, interests, work, class awareness, and emancipation.  Today, the 

social is more connected to the techno-cultural not to a revival of the social 

in the revolutionary era. According to Geert Lovink, “nowadays, the social 

manifests itself in a network form. Its practices emerge outside of the walls 

of the twentieth-century institutions, leading to a corrosion of conformity. 

The network then becomes the actual shape of the social” (Social Media Abyss 

16-17). 

Here, the social is more about the quantitative (counting “social facts”), 

about how much the network has reached and carried the users into its fold. 

People count their followers in Twitter, their likes and friends in Facebook, 

their contacts in email. Lovink also asserts that, 
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[t]he term ‘social’ has effectively been neutralized in its cynical reduction to 
data porn. Reborn as a cool concept in the media debate, the social manifests 
itself neither as dissent nor as subcultural.… The social is precisely what it 
pretends to be: a calculated opportunity in times of distributed communica-
tion (“What Is the Social”).

It appears that the meaning of social media involves the tension between 

the building of social life guided by the ideal of the common good and the 

fact of technological culture hinged upon the power of the technology of 

information and communication. This dual aspect is evident in the way van 

Dijck describes the meaning of “social.” He says, “The meaning of ‘social’ 

hence seems to encompass both (human) connectedness and (automated) 

connectivity—a conflation that is cultivated by many CEOs….” (12). The 

question whether the advancement of technical ability and the increase in 

information necessarily lead to the strengthening of the social reason is very 

important.  

Hermeneutics: The Problem of Understanding 
and the Notion of Participation
In philosophical hermeneutics, dialogue, understanding, participation, and 

practice are key concepts in articulating how human persons make sense 

of their relationships with others and with the world. In elaborating this 

philosophy, Hans-Georg Gadamer asserts that hermeneutics is basically an 

art of interpretation and understanding which has its beginning in the inter-

pretation of the bible, law, and literary texts. Noting these early forms of 

hermeneutics, Gadamer then traces hermeneutics’ development through the 

establishing of its universal or philosophic character to its ontological foun-

dation as influenced by Heidegger’s “hermeneutics of facticity.” Rather than 

follow an intellectual or epistemological notion of knowledge, Gadamer 

takes understanding more as a practical know-how, a sort of skill when one 

makes one’s way through life; a practical knowledge of a being which is, in 

Heideggerian terms, “a being that is always concerned by its own being.” He 

argues that hermeneutics is a practical philosophy based on the notion of 

philosophy by Aristotle. Gadamer explains how Aristotle considers philos-
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ophy as practical philosophy as opposed to the mathematical knowledge 

which is the theoretic knowledge or episteme for the Greeks (Reason in the 

Age of Science 89). For Aristotle then, philosophy is also political philosophy 

which is essentially a practical wisdom (phronesis) in that it is concerned 

with articulation of the life in the city (polis) with power to decide or to 

make “preference” (prohairesis) with respect to the good.  Correlatively, the 

concept of practice (praxis) is not to be opposed to the concept of science and 

theoria, but perhaps to the acquired skill of the expert which is referred to 

as techne. Gadamer often emphasizes that the modern notion of practice or 

practical as some sort of application of a general theory (that is often formu-

lated in pure science) is not what Aristotle nor even Plato teaches.5 Practice 

always begins with what is, just as understanding does not begin with zero 

or pure innocence. Thus, hermeneutics, inasmuch as it is a practice of under-

standing grounded in life’s concrete situation and to which it is repeatedly 

transposed, is practical philosophy. Gadamer claims that it is the task of 

philosophical hermeneutics to disclose the full scope of the hermeneutical 

dimension of human understanding as well as to present its significance to 

our understanding of the world in all the forms this understanding takes—

from interhuman communication to manipulation of society; from personal 
experience by the individual in society to the way in which he encounters 
society; and from the tradition as it is built of religion and law, art and 
philosophy, to the revolutionary consciousness that unhinges the tradition 
through emancipatory reflection (Philosophical Hermeneutics 18).

Therefore, it is then within its scope that with philosophical hermeneutics, 

one could undertake a hermeneutical reflection upon the phenomenon of 

social media and its effects on our self-understanding as users or participants 

in particular, and, as social agents in general. The basic question that we 

bring up with respect to social media is this: What is the status of under-

standing in which our social being is brought to greater light and which 

builds the social reason?

Geert Lovink laments how critical studies cannot keep up with the fast 

changing information technology. With the IT, the society is way ahead of 
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its theorists (including Lovink, as he admits himself). The object of study, he 

says, is in a constant state of flux: 

The realization that theory in the form of detailed case studies is condemned 
to history writing can induce a state of depression and drag us further into 
a pharmacological state of mind, as Bernard Stiegler calls it. Along with the 
demise of French theory, there is a clear lack of guidance (Internet Without 

a Cause 7).

But the need for theory is still the urgent call in our situation today. The 

same is echoed by Christian Fuchs in his books asserting that understanding 

social media requires asking and engaging with many theoretical questions: 

“Social theory not only allows us to understand the meaning of concept, it 

also allows us to ask important questions about the world and it can be fun 

to theorize and to discuss theories with others” (Social Media 7). But the peril 

in burrowing into social media studies, warns Lovink, is that: “the networks 

without cause are time eaters, and we’re only being sucked deeper into the 

social cave without knowing what to look for” (Internet Without a Cause 6).

With regard to Lovink’s warning, Gadamer’s take on “theory” is very 

helpful. For Gadamer, hermeneutics is both theoretical and a practical task 

because it plays a role in every instance of the desire to know (theory or 

science in general) and the demand to bring about an understanding with 

others in the community (praxis). The universality of hermeneutics involves 

the task of integrating all the sciences and deploying them wherever they may 

be applicable. “It has to bring everything knowable by the sciences into the 

context of mutual agreement in which we ourselves exist” (Gadamer, Reason 

in the Age of Science 136). The usual contrast that we are used to between 

theory and practice is misleading; they are not exactly opposite nor opposed. 

When Gadamer traces the idea of theory, a word which has gained fame in 

relation to science, there he finds that participation is an essential task of it. 

Theoria is “witnessing;” it is about being a witness in a festival as participant 

and validating it. According to Gadamer, “[i]t seems helpful to recall here 

the original Greek sense of theory, theoria. The word means observing (the 
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constellations, for example), being an onlooker (at a play, for instance), or a 

delegate participating in a festival” (In Praise of Theory 31). 

So, participation is integral in human studies where truth and meaning 

emerge from the thoughts and activities of the community. The ideal of 

knowledge for modern science is objectivity which is essentially standing 

apart from its object but also overcoming and dominating it. Its opposite, the 

ideal of participation, is one where prior relations with their object remain 

essential for the human sciences. Likewise, in understanding social media, 

one cannot not ignore the fact that participation is a much contested aspect 

of its nature. In the case of social media, the technical structure opens up a big 

possibility for practice in the working up of “social reason.” There is often an 

interplay between the technical reason and practical reason. Programmers of 

platforms draw their ideas from the desires and movements of the users of 

media, both online and offline. They do not begin from scratch for other-

wise their project will flop; and with this, they need to be keenly obser-

vant. Their creative imagination is stimulated and inspired against the back-

ground of shared aspirations.  Simulation, a process of imitating the user’s 

usual movements and habits, is essential to coding because the appeal of the 

platform is its being “user-friendly,” meaning, the user can easily appropriate 

it to their quotidian habits. Thus, while in a way social media directs the 

users to activities that are not merely channeled but “programmed” with a 

specific objective, social media platforms themselves are already negotiated 

coding that relies on the desires and actions of the users, and the same plat-

forms cannot not remain static since the movement of sociality is dynamic. 

Eventually, one platform will get rejected or abandoned by users when it 

cannot cope with the changing culture, or replaced by a much better one by 

virtue of adaptability.  The idea of participation here is all over the place for 

the programmers as well as for the users. 

Online, and even offline, we encounter new vocabularies, like “googled,” 

“netizen,” “facebook,” “youtube,” and others. What this practice reveals is that 

inventions or innovations are not completely novel but always connected 

to the tradition and to the language that people speak. This presupposes 

that creators of platforms and media participate and are dependent upon the 
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ongoing movement of understanding. Inasmuch as the technical terms that 

they construct can be anything since meaning can be entirely arbitrary, they 

may could have created words that are totally unknown or foreign to anyone 

else. That the terms such as those mentioned above are what they have come 

up with betrays their dependence upon the linguistic tradition they share 

with others.  Nicholas Davey explains that with regards to participation in 

hermeneutics, 

[a] principle of original dependence is asserted: on the one hand I could not 
utter the word I do were it not for my dependence upon linguistic frame-
works that transcend my individual consciousness; on the other, those 
meanings whose extent transcend my awareness cannot maintain their 
being unless I participate in their play (103-104).

Thus, a computer geek, even though how odd her/his appearance is, 

does not really break away from the reach of tradition which is the language 

that she/he speaks.

Conversation and Participation
Gadamer’s model for hermeneutic understanding is dialogue or conversa-

tion. In Truth and Method, Gadamer insists on the dialectical nature of under-

standing. Understanding or the discovery of truth is not one which can be 

mastered or captured at once. Understanding can be obtained through the 

dialectic of question and answer which properly takes place in dialogue. 

For Gadamer, understanding is always coming into agreement or an under-

standing about something. This process is not a matter of knowing one 

another’s inner thoughts and then one understands the other. Since under-

standing is always an event, it is in fact a conversation which, says Gadamer, 

is a process of coming to an understanding (Truth and Method 385). Social 

media presents us various innovative ways of bringing people into conver-

sations. The versatility of these apps (i.e., applications or software programs) 

provides some impetus for their users to be creative or adaptive to the apps’ 

limitations, like Twitter’s 140-character limit. 
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But is there really genuine conversation in social media? Surveys provide 

the dismal fact that a big percentage of the posts or interactions is “garbage.” 

But so are a lot of interactions or “talks” of people outside the online setting. 

In other words, chatters, jokes, idle talks, and others can happen anytime 

where there is reciprocal interactions between people. However, even in 

those cases, subjective agency only comes after the “lure” or “intimidation” 

of the subject matter. Certainly, there are matters that get discussed in social 

media; there are also occasions where real conversations take place. Protest 

movements such as the Arab Spring in the 2010s and  Occupy Wall Street in 

2011, in which social media was said to have had a role, certainly involved 

participants that listened to and talked about issues. This is the age of 

Anonymous, Wikileaks, Snowden, Malware attacks on network companies, 

Presidential election campaigns, trolls—all of which draw global attention 

and certainly stir up conversations in social media.6  “To conduct a dialogue,” 

says Gadamer, “requires first of all that the partners do not talk at cross 

purposes… The first condition of the art of conversation is ensuring that the 

other person is with us” (Truth and Method 375). In real situations, conversa-

tions can take place in not so specifically-defined roles: online activists may 

be on one side but it is not easily clear who is on the other. What is more 

important in a true conversation is that each one is open to the other. No one 

has control of the conversation. In conducting a conversation, what really 

happens is that the flow of conversation lies not so much within the will of 

either partner since, as Gadamer says, a genuine conversation is never the one 

that we wanted to conduct (Truth and Method 383). Thus, participants in the 

conversation cannot rightly claim that one sets the direction of the conver-

sation with the other forced to abide by it. Rather, while it is possible that 

a participant dominates the conversation and one gets the answers that one 

wants from the other, we may doubt whether there is real conversation. So 

in that case, it is doubtful if both participants ever come to an understanding 

about their issues. “To conduct a conversation means to allow oneself to be 

conducted by the subject matter to which the partners in the dialogue are 

oriented” (Truth and Method 383). Real conversation is one when partners 

or participants are carried away by that about which they come to dialogue 
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in the first place. The centrality of the subject matter (sache) in the conver-

sation shifts the notion of knowledge from the dominance of the subject 

or of the object. Thus, it cannot be said that one participant can direct the 

conversation to the course that one prefers thereby dominating the other 

participants. The dialogue will then be based on the aggressiveness, strategy, 

position, and others, of the one partner with respect to the other. 

The picture of online discussion in social media easily comes to mind. 

This discussion would be between the followers of a certain political figure or 

platform, or maybe of users with common opinion about a case shown in the 

CCTV video and one or two users holding a different, opposite opinion. As 

is often the case, the dominant and aggressive posts come from one party by 

their sheer number trying to overwhelm or drown out the other to the point 

that one’s contention would not be heard or taken into consideration. The 

end result is that the majority or dominant users only hear themselves and 

never the other. Worse still is the case of fake accounts. Ressa’s investigative 

report, “Weaponizing the Internet” series, unravels the menacing effect of 

fake accounts that are used to advance propaganda and fight perceived polit-

ical opponents.7 The report says:

One account alone we determined to be fake was connected (as of October 
6, 2016) to about 2.9 million members of various overseas Filipino groups 
associated with Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos Jr, and other hobby groups. 
Another fake account was linked to over 990,000 members of groups 
supporting President Rodrigo Duterte, and still another was connected to 
an estimated 3.8 million members of various overseas Filipino organiza-
tions and buy-and-sell groups.8

Once the fake account sends a post, it will be delivered to thousands 

of Facebook accounts and can create a false account of reality, thereby, 

damaging the conduct of understanding for many. 

From the point of view of hermeneutics, fake accounts like these do not 

belong to the practice of conducting a conversation. Are they participants 

in the real sense as featured above? Rather than real participants, they are 

disruptors—they disrupt real conversations, thus ultimately, understanding 
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too. Fake accounts are there not, as earlier described, for a true conversation 

but for something materially rewarding, or even for something that borders 

on unreason. But they can be employed to serve some goals connected to 

interest for power in which they function like bots, similar to what has been 

happening in Philippine society since the Presidential election in 2016.  The 

internet is also populated by mischief-makers and deviants like the trolls, 

spammers, flamers, hackers, identity thieves, groomers, sock puppets, 

stalkers, and pirates (Brabazon 11). Fake accounts can be handled by any of 

these deviants, but especially by the trolls and sock puppets. 

The Digital Culture: The Question of Practice vs. Technique
We can employ the notion of practice that Gadamer wants to rehabilitate 

and which has changed with the modern notion of science. As Gadamer 

wrote in the late ’60s and early ’70s, he did not see the growth of information 

and communication technology that we have today or even a decade ago. But 

he had caught some of its early manifestations. He noted the fact that it was 

no longer the age of massive machines, but “the age of cybernetics, of regu-

lative systems, of self-steering systems” (Reason in the Age of Science 84). He 

mentioned of many other advancement in technology whose power overex-

tended to the point of threat to human existence on earth. The general expe-

rience vis-à-vis such threat appealed to practical reason to make us aware 

of “the limits of our technical rationality: the ecological crisis.” Gadamer 

is critical of the technical reason and its manipulative capacities. If he had 

stayed much longer to witness the progress of information technology and 

the emergence of the social media, what would have been his reflections on 

all these? Perhaps it is our task to surmise the answer based on our knowl-

edge of his ideas and the leads that he had issued.

The lead is about what he said regarding the technical rationality, 

the rationalization of our lives in the society and the notion of practice. 

According to Gadamer, the technologizing of nature leads to the rational-

ization (also in Weberian sense) of our social life. Rationalization of society 

consists in technical ordering of lives, technocratic control by experts to 

whom people have recourse and to whom they look “for the discharging of 



164UNITASDIAMANTE: SOCIAL MEDIA

the practical, political, and economic decisions one needs to make” (Reason 

in the Age of Science 72). Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg apparently felt this role 

when he told his audience at the South by Southwest Interactive Festival 

in 2008: “There are a lot of really big issues for the world to get solved 

and, as a company, what we are trying to do is to build an infrastructure 

on top of which to solve some of these problems” (qtd. in Morozov ix). 

The social media phenomenon, given its and ICT’s technical aspect, would 

more or less fit the description by Gadamer. The fully technologically-me-

diated social interactions maybe very attractive for social management and 

for economic production in Capitalist society, but the increasing technical 

ordering of such interactions may actually weaken them, as well as, the 

community. Digitization is almost tantamount to fragmentation of meaning 

and symbol, thereby, threatening the possibility of interpretation or under-

standing. According to van Dijck, “Connectivity quickly evolved into a valu-

able resource as engineers found ways to code information into algorithms 

that helped brand a particular form of online sociality and make it profitable 

in online markets…” (4). Data mining, “the process of sorting through large 

data sets to identify patterns and establish relationships to solve problems 

through data analysis,” dominates the practice of experts that is making its 

way to economics, politics, and even education. Eventually, as what is now 

gradually happening, personal and institutional decisions will be largely 

defined by data analyses. Behind our gestures and searches in the internet, 

apps and browsers gather and record data, and these are best captured in 

social media where we are most expressive and open about our desires and 

tendencies. These are all incorporated in the concept of “big data,” which 

is introduced to make “sense of the large datasets to identify social patterns 

in order to make economic, social, and legal claims” (Barassi 138). Many 

advocates of participatory culture in social networking sites, or social media 

platforms, need to realize that in spite of the affordances that these sites 

provide, the complementary limiting and restricting features of these tech-

nologies prevent real practice and participation. One way or another, digital 

technology as a whole (mobile devices included), wipes out the “flexibility 

in our interchange with the world” and with one another. Gadamer had also 
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warned about this as he stressed: “Whoever makes use of technology—and 

who does not?—entrusts himself to its functioning” (Barassi 71). 

In contrast to the technical, Gadamer’s hermeneutics articulates and 

promotes the practical. While the technical automates, assures accuracy, 

secures objectivity, and predicts results, the practical requires participation, 

involvement, deliberation, interpretation, and subordination to common 

ends. The accuracy and objectivity of technical knowledge are is often 

de-contextualized and therefore, taken out of the context of participation. 

While the practical may not attain accuracy and objectivity, it proceeds by 

building upon the “self-evidence” of the concrete whose inner clarity we all 

share. Practical reason does not proceed with well-thought-out plans, unlike 

the technical reason that executes a program with determined reactions 

and results. Practical reason builds upon itself from within but grounded 

in ethos. Thus, practical knowledge is something we grow within ourselves 

along with others with its indetermination and prejudices. Practical wisdom 

is not teachable unlike as scientific or technical knowledge is; it but can only 

be learned or formed in oneself in praxis. Furthermore, it is capable of ques-

tioning its own presuppositions and prejudgments while remaining open to 

other matters as it participates in the event of tradition. Just as a person in 

the practice of understanding needs to participate in the subject of investi-

gation as well as in its meaning, so too with her engagement in social media.  

Learning the ways of the gadgets and the particular apps may be provided 

by a manual that can be used over and over by different users; but learning 

the ways of life to become an experienced person cannot be captured by any 

manual or textbook, nor can experience be completely taught by the master. 

Rather, in practice alone can it be learned.

Critical Participation in Social Media
What is then supposed to be our engagement with social media and with 

others in these social networking sites? First of all, as the techno-optimists 

and the users rejoice over the re-energizing of the internet after the dot 

com disaster, as the Web 2.0 platform of platforms brings about the now 

much-celebrated social media, are we not actually being drawn into the age of 
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what Lovink calls the “platform-capitalism”? Or perhaps “digital capitalism” 

(Fisher 2010; Barassi, 2015)? Lovink himself calls for “a critical theory of 

intermediaries that is technical, cultural and economic in nature” (3). Others 

take the forms of network studies, platform studies, internet studies, and 

social media studies, depending on the focus guided by what is viewed as the 

most crucial phenomenon confronting us. Second, within social media, one 

gets to participate in and experience constant interactions of varied forms 

like sharing sentiments and opinions with those having the same interests, 

contributing one’s ideas on art works, commenting on blogs or news items 

and answering others on certain political issues, engaging other users in 

a debate about religious practices and beliefs or about political policies or 

laws. At a certain point, one has to realize that in most cases, experience 

in social media is an experience of the foreign, of the Other, contrasting 

and challenging herself, her beliefs, and ideas. One may ask oneself, do I 

have to consider them as other or just an aberration, an irrationality that 

must be stamped out because they are dangerous or simply wrong? If one is 

ready to defend her political or even intellectual convictions and also deter-

mined to destroy the wrong beliefs and invalid claims of others, then one can 

get really embroiled in the discussions in social media. It seems, one might 

think, that there is a huge chance to bring change considering that social 

media produces a multiplier effect. After all, one is already involved when 

one chooses or happens to read blogs, read posts in Facebook, in Twitter, 

or register in Disqus or other comment-hosting apps. In this case, a critical 

stance toward participating in social media is just a proper attitude. A critical 

attitude and a critical mind will be needed to make one’s way in social media 

or the internet, in general, for apparently everything that comes down into 

it is not what it seems.  

So in both cases cited above, social media as the techno-phenomenon, 

as a form of “platform capitalism” or “digital capitalism,” and the world of 

interactions as one participates in social media, one must always have critical 

understanding. In philosophical hermeneutics, the critical element is imma-

nent within the process of understanding even as Gadamer emphasizes that 

understanding is always a dialogue with tradition. Although social media 
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cannot be easily regarded as traditional, nevertheless it comes down as part 

of the overall heritage or legacy, although it is itself already a critical appro-

priation of the tradition. Social media platforms are themselves a form of 

interpretation, that is, by their programmers as they participate in ongoing 

dialogue with users, stakeholders, and the business climate in general, as 

indicated above. Critical reflection consists of clarifying and negating false 

prejudices and settling with matters that answer prior questions. By being 

aware of and putting this particular phenomenon in the dialectic of question 

and answer, the users may be emancipated from the effects of the instru-

mental rationality that works in these digital platforms. It is inherent in 

hermeneutic understanding that it involves “critical appreciation” that guards 

us from being bewitched into laziness and getting blindly accessorized. In 

this way, it can be readily acknowledged that these platforms are meant to 

advance a value or to eradicate anomaly while at the same time drawing 

back behind that which works as its ideological grounding since nothing can 

be fully transparent. Thus, the whole thing is always an ongoing process, 

wherein each time understanding occurs, it is a particular understanding 

attributed to the interpreter, or, particularly in this case, to the user.
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Notes

1. This was further elaborated by Gadamer in “Hermeneutics as Practical 
Philosophy” in Reason in the Age of Science, translated Frederick Lawrence, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology P, 1979, pp. 88-112.

2. See Vincent Miller, Understanding Digital Culture. (London: Sage Publications, 
Ltd. 2011).

3. See Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green, Spreadable Media: Creating 

Value and Meaning in a Networked Culture (Postmillennial Pop). Kindle ed., New 
York UP.

4. See original source: Andreas M. Kaplan and Michael Haenlein, “Users of the 
World, Unite! The Challenges and Opportunities of Social Media,” Business 

Horizons 53, 2010, p. 61.
5. See Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy, 

translated P. Christopher Smith, Yale UP, 1986.
6. In Linda Herrera, Revolution in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular 

Insurrection and the Internet, Verso Books, 2014, the author debunks the claim 
that the Arab Uprisings are “Facebook revolutions”; but instead she claims that 
“the generations coming of age with social media, virtual values, and virtual 
intelligence have a great capacity to unlock the mechanisms of ideology” (qtd. in 
Geert Lovink, Social Media Abyss, p. 192) 

7. Visit http://www.rappler.com/newsbreak/investigative/148347-fake-ac-
counts-manufactured-reality-social-media and other linked pages.

8. Visit http://www.rappler.com/newsbreak/investigative/148347-fake-ac-
counts-manufactured-reality-social-media and other linked pages.
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