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Introduction

Digital Formations: Constructing 
an Object of Study

R O B E R T  L A T H A M  A N D  S A S K I A  S A S S E N

Computer-centered networks and technologies are reshaping social
relations and constituting new social domains. These transformations as-
sume multiple forms and involve diverse actors. In this volume we focus
on a particular set of instances: communication and information struc-
tures largely constituted in electronic space. Examples are electronic mar-
kets, Internet-based large-scale conversations, knowledge spaces arising
out of networks of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and early
conflict warning systems, among others. Such structures result from var-
ious mixes of computer-centered technologies and the broad range of so-
cial contexts that provide the utility logics, substantive rationalities, and
cultural meanings for much of what happens in these electronic spaces. In
this regard, the electronic spaces that concern us in this volume are social.
Digital formation is the construct we use to designate these specific types
of information and communication structures. Digital formations are to
be distinguished from digital technology tout court; not all digital net-
works are digital formations.

This volume seeks, then, to advance research that is at the intersection
of what we might simplify as technology and society. We do not assume
that technology and society are actually separate entities, and we accept
many of the propositions in the critical social science literature that posit
that technology is one particular instantiation of society—society frozen,
that is, one moment in a trajectory that once might have been experienced
as simply social (Latour 1991). Without losing this critical stance, we
want, nonetheless, to capture the distinctiveness and variable weight of
“technology” and to develop analytic categories that allow us to examine
the complex imbrications between the outcome of society that we call
technology and the social, economic, political, and cultural dynamics
through which relations and domains are constituted. Much rides in so-
cial analyses of IT on the category of “newness,” and this volume is no
exception. We believe we are looking at formations that have not existed
before, and we mean this to imply two things: that the forms were not



present in a given social context before, and that the formations in ques-
tion are novel social forms.

That these are novel forms implies that we are looking at entities that
are likely in the early—if not initial—stages of formation. We are not
claiming this status for IT itself. Beniger (1986) underscores that the re-
flexive development and organization of complex IT-based formations is
discernible as early as the nineteenth century.1 Rather, we attach this sta-
tus to the emergence of a wide range of formations of varying scales that
depend on digital technologies, cross a variety of borders (national or oth-
erwise), and engender a diverse array of spatial, organizational, and in-
teractive practices.

The set of cases explored in the chapters that follow is meant to give
readers a sense of that range and to cover topics that have been consid-
ered important to the social analysis of IT, especially as it bears on trans-
boundary phenomena, including transnational civil society, transbound-
ary public spheres, global finance, transnational corporate networks,
global technological diffusion, regional integration, and international
economic development. There has been no attempt to be comprehensive,
however.2 What joins the chapters is not only the effort to capture con-
stitutive and transformative processes, but also concerns with design and
social purpose.

Locating a New Field of Inquiry

One of the distinct capabilities of these technologies when it comes to the
communication and information structures that concern us in this volume
is the rescaling of social relations and domains. What has tended to op-
erate or be nested at local scales can now move to global scales, and global
relations and domains can now, in turn, more easily become directly ar-
ticulated with thick local settings. In both types of dynamics, the rescal-
ing can bypass the administrative and institutional apparatus of the na-
tional level, still the most developed scalar condition. As a result of the
growing presence and use of these technologies, an increasing range of so-
cial relations and domains have become de facto transboundary. It need
not be this way, and indeed many of these digital formations are not, but
the trend is definitely toward expanding the world of transboundary re-

2 R O B E R T  L A T H A M  A N D  S A S K I A  S A S S E N

1 Another significant historical analysis that is U.S. focused is Chandler and Cortada
(2000).

2 One noticeable omission is the security sphere. But see the related SSRC-sponsored vol-
ume, Bombs and Bandwidth (Latham 2003), which focuses exclusively on this realm. Fur-
ther, a new SSRC volume on global civil society and the Internet is in progress (edited by
Jon Anderson, Jodi Dean, and Geert Lovink).


