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Trevor Whalen 

 Intro to EMAC Midterm – Prompt #4 – Chosen topic: “Infrastructure and Protocol” 

 The affordances of digital media and technology affect our society in ways hard to detect. 

Two texts, Blown to Bits and why networks matter, explore how the digital has radically changed 

our world. It has done this by its very structure, “bits”, the building blocks of digital media which 

allow it to permeate so much of our society and affect how we operate. 

 The most important part of digital media is its structure. In Blown to Bits, Hal Abelson, 

Ken Ledeen, and Harry Lewis, introduce and expand on the idea of “bits.” Bits are the makeup 

of digital media, and one can understand the digital’s ramifications only by understanding bits. 

Bits open a level of opportunity which would have been incomprehensible for most of human 

history. Abelson et al.’s seven “koans”, or truths, about bits establish the digital revolution as 

unique from past technological revolutions and places it in its own category.   

The cornerstone to the digital is that it is progressing at a fast rate and allows humans to 

do things never before possible.1 Digital technology has grown at an exponential rate. Since the 

1960s computers have gone from the size of rooms to the size of our palms, while also becoming 

capable of more computations. The digital makeup is capable of doing millions of tasks millions 

of times over. With such a structure in our power—one formless, malleable, and capable of being 

put towards many tasks—understanding how to properly use this structure is key. In chapter 3, 

Abelson et al. explore examples where one could fail to understand what is actually being 

presented through digital media. What one sees on screen are copies—perfect copies, but just 

images of images, with backend data that can extensively be manipulated. Knowing the 

malleability of backend data is key to understanding the output digital media gives to us. 

                                                           
1 Blown to Bits, Hal Abelson, Ken Ledeen, and Harry Lewis. Addison-Wesley, 2008. 5-14. 
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 The central question from Bits is how to regulate or be responsible with the power that 

digital technology gives people. How should one confront and control this explosion of bits? We 

must understand the nature of the digital world. Digital images give us a new way to understand 

reality—what we see is not always what we get, and we should be wary of manipulation. 

 Manuel Castells also explores the power of digital technology in his why networks 

matter. In the afterword, Castells points out that only under current technology can networks 

change shape, in real-time, on a global-local scale, and spread in influence.2 Operating under this 

stance, Castells gives examples of how digital technology have made the current time period the 

‘network age’. 

   One example has to do with how technology has enhanced globalization. Castells writes 

that technology has not caused globalization, but is acting along with it. The Internet allows for 

greater globalization, and though not all peoples of the world may be directly affected by this 

technology, most of the world is at least indirectly affected by it. In other words, people and 

companies are connected throughout the world, which can make a difference in the lives of local 

people in any country, even if they are not aware of it.   

In addition to the points raised in these readings, digital technology can empower each 

person in some way. Digital media allow everyone to feel a part of something. If one can afford a 

computer and Internet access, one has little excuse not to become a part of some group. Through 

social media, one can connect with family, friends, and people with similar interests. One should 

never be isolated, but always connected with a group. Being part of multiple groups online can 

empower someone, this being another example of digital technology shaping networks, 

                                                           
2 Manuel Castells, Afterword, why networks matter. 
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There are many other examples of how the structure of the digital has radically changed 

our lives. Digital technology also allows for peer-to-peer file sharing, quicker communication, 

the ability to make millions of perfect copies of something, and so on. As both Abelson et al. and 

Castells show, digital technology is very powerful. As with great power comes great 

responsibility, users must understand this power, and how to use it properly and how it might 

affect them. One must develop a thorough protocol when dealing in the dangerous world of bits. 

 


