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Abstract The Internet or, as these authors argue, internets (plural) in Asia are com-
posed of cables and exchanges, protocols and firewalls, regulations and other legal
devices, making them subject to investment and governance strategies, as well as
treaties and court cases. But they are also composed of figures, layers, stories, and
rumors. These latter descriptors provide a heuristic framework of social features that,
together with metaphors from folklore, provide analytic tools for understanding the
diversity, conflicts, competitions, and disengagements of the patchwork of internet
development across Asia. The authors further argue that Singapore provides an ex-
ceptionally valuable comparative site from which to explore these features. The first
part of this article lays out some of the comparative features, and the second part turns
to the four themes or heuristics of figures, layers, stories, and rumors, developed
through an STS research cluster at the Asia Research Institute and Tembusu College,
both at the National University of Singapore.
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1 Internets in Asia from a Situatedness in Singapore

It may be an exaggeration to claim that the Internet in Asia has not, as yet, been seriously
studied. There are technical histories (e.g., Chon 2013, 2015, 2016) and studies at the
scale of the nation-state (e.g., Hill and Sen 2000). In particular, there are works charting
different aspects of the Internet’s evolution in China (e.g., Tai 2006; Yu 2009; Yang 2009,
2015; Herold and de Seta2015; Negro 2017) and India (e.g., Chopra 2008; Gajjala 2013;
Biju 2017). There are studies of particular phenomena, such as activism and civic en-
gagement (e.g., George 2006; Postill 2014; Pang and Goh 2016; Soon and Samsudin
2016) and time periods (e.g., Pang and Ng 2015; Abidin and Gwynne 2017). But, when
we survey what has been done so far, we find little in the way of widespread, compar-
ative, in-depth, or longitudinal surveys since Ho, Kluver, and Yang 2003.

This gap in science, technology, and society (STS) scholarship is particularly
perplexing. Why have STS scholars of Asia not more fully embraced the Internet in
Asia as a locus of comparative study, given STS as a field seems eminently equipped to
question, study, and theorize it? Why might it be important for STS scholars to engage
with the internets (plural) of Asia? Under what circumstances and with what methods
might this occur?

This article both describes the problems the internets in Asia pose and puts forward
an empirically grounded agenda and heuristic framework for studying it through
Singapore with four interconnected themes founded in studies of folklore and internets:
figures, layers, stories, and rumors. These themes emerged from ongoing conversations
among Internet and STS researchers in Singapore between 2016 and 2018 as part of the
project “Internet Life and Lore In Southeast Asia: Histories, Mythologies and Materi-
alities,” in which research interests, observations, and predictions were shared over two
half-day workshops and subsequent discussions and meetings convened by the STS
cluster at the Asia Research Institute and Tembusu College. Thus, these themes are
views from Singapore on Asia’s internets that reflect Singapore’s centrality as a
node for 15 undersea high-bandwidth cables, as a host of 8 Internet exchange points—
compared with 19 in China (six in Beijing), 15 in Indonesia (10 in Jakarta), 25 in Japan
(12 in Tokyo), 3 in Malaysia (all in Kuala Lumpur), 7 in South Korea (all in Seoul), 6 in
Taiwan (all in Taipei), 12 in Thailand (all in Bangkok), and 3 in Vietnam (one in Hanoi)
(Packet Clearing House, n.d.)—and as a regional and global data center hub and cloud
services headquarters (Tanato 2017) housed in innovative green-cooling-designed
multistory facilities. The themes are also grounded in two key arguments: that internets
are forms of life and that internets reflect and produce narratives.

The use of the plural noun infernets here is deliberate, corresponding to the overall
argument that no single, monolithic Internet exists in Asia (or elsewhere) despite two
nation-states (India and China) accounting for the majority of the regional population.
In this stress on multiplicity, we also mean something more than that countries such as
China, Iran, and Turkey have attempted to nationalize, detach, and control much
internets (e.g., China’s so-called Great Firewall and its aggressive efforts to promote
its I'T companies, social media, and Internet payment portals as alternatives to Western
ones) or that businesses and governments have intranets with firewalls to the outside.

Through Singapore we ask what the exact configurations of the technology of the
internets are or, in other terms, what the specific internets and their usages are: who they
are for, who builds them, and what for. The multifaceted analysis of the Web by one of
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us (Fischer) marks the beginning of our proposition that the Internet is not singular.
This discussion of the Web describes the complexity of Asian internets: “A cultural,
ideological, even ritual, space (con)fusion, at least in America (but we note this ideology
has a transportable force), between a ‘cowboy-hacker-individualist-anarchist-libertarian’
ethic and a series of market and political mechanisms for restructuring labor in new forms
of manufacturing and services” (Fischer 1999: 246). We argue that Asian internets, such
as those in Singapore, cannot be understood through any single set of concepts or single
theory and demand interdisciplinary attention. And in line with Fischer’s work on the
Web, we acknowledge these internets as historically embedded and thus associated with
certain cultural imaginations: from “utopian and colonizing talk of the electronic fron-
tier” to “gradual coevolution and integration of the Internet with other institutional
worlds” (246).!

The fact that there is no single, monolithic Internet in Asia may account for the lack
of work attempting a comprehensive description. The internets in Asia are as culturally
and structurally diverse as they are variously regulated. Views from Singapore support
these and other critical observations about it, for Singapore’s internets allow use of the
official, state-recognized languages of English, Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil, local
dialects such as Hokkien (through, e.g., the use of specific words as well as longer
posts and conversations), and Singlish, the widely spoken local variety of English and
“well-established and deeply entrenched cultural category” (Wee 2018: 4). These as-
pects of diversity alone do not account for the sheer volume of (e.g., Web) services and
(e.g., social media) platforms that different internets now support and incorporate or
the degree to which private, exclusive intranets managed by corporations, on the one
hand, and individual nation-states, on the other, exploit Internet infrastructures that
depend on transnational connectivity and exchanges. Singapore’s internets include
open services like the World Wide Web and social platforms such as Facebook and
Instagram, both of which are potentially available to everyone with Internet access,
reflected by the large user base in 2018 of 4.8 million and 2.2 million, respectively
(Kwang 2018; Hootsuite and We Are Social 2018). Singapore’s Internet is used by large
institutions such as banks to operate intranets that enable and structure secure financial
transactions (e.g., consumer to consumer) and by the state to provide e-government
services over mobile infrastructure.

Singapore’s development of its internets provides an instructive comparative case in
showing how Asia is a patchwork territory, given the diverse topography of network
technology, national development levels, investment in Internet-related technologies,
and presence of different multinational technology companies. For instance, according
to Hootsuite and We Are Social (2018), within Southeast Asia, while Singapore’s
mobile connectivity index score is 83.42, Myanmar’s is 49.9, and 100 percent of
Singapore’s mobile connections are 3G or 4G, compared to 34 percent in Vietnam.
Twenty-six percent of Singapore’s population over fifteen years of age makes online
purchases or pays bills online, compared to 5 percent of Indonesia’s. In comparison,
China’s mobile connectivity index is 63.5, 82 percent of its mobile connections are 3G
or 4G, and 19 percent of its population completes online transactions. Many more use

! Graham et al. 2018 make a similar point in their introduction when discussing the hopes, conceptions and
fears driving digital design.
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cashless payment (e.g., through WeChat Pay) (Banjo 2018). While Internet technolo-
gies like social media platforms may employ (meta)data, protocols, and even low-level
interfaces that conform with international standards (van Dijck 2013), the networking
technology, regulatory environments, and even literacies they rely on are quite partic-
ular. Singapore, along with Indonesia, is ranked “partly free” in terms of Internet
freedom, with scores 0f41/100 and 46/100, respectively, while Myanmar and Vietnam
are ranked “not free,” with scores of 63/100 and 76/100, respectively. By this metric,
Singapore has one of the freest internets in Southeast Asia and is liberal compared to
China, with a score of 87/100 (Freedom House 2017a). Active social media users vary
from 75 percent of the population in Singapore to 30 percent, 45 percent, and 52
percent in Myanmar, Indonesia, and Vietnam, respectively; China compares favorably
to Singapore in this regard with 65 percent of its population active on social media
(Hootsuite and We Are Social 2018).

This diversity within Asia exists despite the increasing synonymization of the In-
ternet with particular Internet-related technologies. In the case of Singapore, the views
and comparisons on the Internet achieved through the kinds of statistics presented in
the previous paragraph report Internet and social media usage in close proximity. They
also typically include computer and mobile phone ownership and usage (Hootsuite and
We Are Social 2018; InfoComm Media Development Authority 2018; Lin and Toh
2017). Such statistics construct Singapore, and other countries we have compared it
with, in very particular ways: as being developed, infrastructurally sophisticated, and
even “free” or not. In our view, it essential to move beyond only statistical views on the
Internet (e.g., penetration, usage).

These statistics also closely associate the Internet with specific platforms owned by
multinational technology companies such as Facebook and Instagram. Somewhat
ironically, such companies are able to exert influence though their use of the Internet’s
standardizing mechanisms: protocols (e.g., TCP/IP), low-level interfaces (e.g., APIs
[Application Programming Interfaces]), and international standards (e.g., domain
name databases). This not so subtle imperialism becomes more evident when consid-
ering social media platforms’ standard legal agreements, framed in terms situated in
Internet technology centers, such as end user license agreements and terms of service.
Singapore, once again, provides a lens through which to consider such agreements that
render the user—service-provider relations in legalistic terms and, more broadly, the
different kinds of relationships that exist between states and technology companies in
Asia. For example, while the Singapore state has permitted its citizens to acquiesce to
the terms of such agreements and has left social media platforms such as Facebook
largely unregulated, it has, like the US Congress (Fung 2018), recently closely scru-
tinized adherence to these agreements through a special parliamentary hearing (Seow
2018b).2 Of particular concern in these hearings was the protections offered Facebook
users’ (and Singaporean citizens’) data, the use of their data for political and commer-
cial purposes without their consent, and the responsibility for and regulation of Face-
book content.

2 Freedom House (2017b) reports that in Singapore social media and information and communication
technology applications and political and social content are not blocked. For example, a dispute over the
legacy of the first prime minister of Singapore, somewhat remarkably, played out in real time over Facebook
(Jayakumar 2018).
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On a higher level, despite the best efforts of programmers—*“those who program
networks and platforms,” meaning not just those involved in coding but also other
kinds of designers, developers, industry players, and policy makers who contribute to
various Internet products (van Dijck 2013: 27)—interfaces and defaults are (re)con-
figured and engaged with by users to shape their own experiences. Open source com-
munities challenge such programmers further through technical practices that generate
specific interfaces for testing and use by themselves through creating, implementing,
and/or modifying the algorithms underlying them (Kelty 2005). Such agency of the
user in a context of control is well illustrated by Internet users in Singapore. Crystal
Abidin and Joel Gwynne (2017) show that the experiences users create through Inter-
net interfaces influence not only how the self relates to others (Fischer 1999; Turkle
2011) but also how users think of themselves and even become central to fulfilling a
particular imagination and reality of self. Less obvious is the interaction between
distinct imaginations and rationalities, particular shared conceptions of reality (Appa-
durai 1996), and what is considered logical or reasonable. In the case of Singapore,
multinational technology companies’ exploitation of the Internet may appeal to an
imagination of modernity and progress, so that the incessant need to upgrade and
renew through performing updates, accepting new usage agreements, and even switch-
ing to or adding other services or platforms align with state and society ideals. At the
same time, Singapore shows that the economic rationality of control of the market, data
collection—sold as improving experience (e.g., through targeted advertising) and con-
sumption as a way of being—may not ideologically challenge citizens’ sense of free-
dom or the state’s sense of managing law and order (Mahizhnan and Yap 2000).

Such imaginations can be resisted or reclaimed. Singapore shows how groups of
citizens in Asia can use internets to wrest back control from states and corporations that
have imagined, programmed, and installed Internet technologies. For example, the
Singapore state has managed the Internet and digitalization related initiatives from the
early 1980s to the present time. A series of state-initiated master plans, from IT2000
(1992) through Connected Island (2003) to the Smart Nation (2017), have guided the
Internet’s development infrastructurally and technologically (Clancey 2012; Reubi
2010). However, citizens have used social media platforms to project and appeal to
alternative, past-oriented imaginations and aspirations for sites slated for redevelop-
ment, such as Bukit Brown Cemetery in Singapore (Liew and Pang 2015; Graham and
Pang, forthcoming). This, and the past activism of Singapore’s bloggers (Soon and Cho
2014), compares with how in China journalists and activists regularly criticize the
state, despite encroaching authoritarianism (Yu 2009), and construct subjectivities that
resist both state and corporation (Lindtner 2015).

2 Gazing On and Comparing Singapore’s Internets

Gazing at Singapore’s internets over time acknowledges their multi-faceted nature
(e.g., linguistic, material, political) that becomes visible through different analytical
lenses (e.g., internets as discursive spaces, material infrastructures, or social technol-
ogies) and their situatedness both compared to and as components of networks across
different scales. Thus, it is meaningful both to discuss Singapore’s internets and to
compare them with other internets in Asia that are tied to and/or operate across nations.
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Singapore is an important node in a global trade and financial network, a vibrant port
and home to vital Internet infrastructure in the region, and increasingly, one where
knowledge that travels from, a space of places and a spaces of flows (Castells 2004);
this means it is a site that the rest of urban Asia, particularly Southeast Asia, can be
thought through.3

Gazing from and at Singapore shows how it is useful to approach internets as
operating across different scales, as at once global, national, and tribal. In the terms
of this article, it is meaningful to distinguish and write from the perspective of and
about (1) the Internet in Singapore, (2) Singapore’s Interne, and (3) Singapore’s inter-
nets.

First, gazing from and at the Internet in Singapore acknowledges the role of specific,
global Internet technologies and standards such as TCP/IP, imaginations such as the
Global Village (Barendregt 2012), and Singapore’s leadership in the development and
adoption of recent Internet technologies. Singapore’s status as a key site for data
centers provokes questions about the boundaries of modern states in Asia and the
extension of their sovereignty (Rossiter 2017). In addition, its testing of blockchain
technologies by banks in Singapore (Campbell-Verduyn 2018) forces reflection not
only on the extent of permissible state-level surveillance and regulation of their citi-
zens’ financial transactions (Marshall 2015) but also the about the possibilities and
threats of a shared regional or global currency.

It is also to realize global relations of a dyadic, collective, and public nature that
produce narratives of different kinds but with a global inflection. Thus, the consumer-
driven entrepreneurial affordances of Instagram and Facebook are appropriated not
only by Singaporean “influencers” to engage a potentially global public (Abidin 2014)
but also by individual state figures to connect with Singapore citizens. In the case of
influencers an ongoing narrative of national self not only as consumer (Chua 2003) but
also as consuming entreprencur is produced, and the narrative that narrative of self can
be produced is maintained (Abidin and Gwynne 2017). Studies of Singapore’s Internet
(e.g., Abidin and Gwynne 2017) also show that, instead of a generic global user
passively submitting to hegemonic Internet technology, both state and citizen actors
instead select, shape, and sometimes resist the Internet in Singapore. Some of these
ways are more obvious than others. For example, many Singaporeans resist state- and
institution-condoned initiatives, such as digital payments (Tan 2017), through nonuse
driven by concerns about privacy and usability rather than through protest. This nonuse
can transform into open resistance, as demonstrated by Singaporean students’ recent
petitioning against the introduction of technology on the grounds of unreliability and
inequity (Lee 2018a, 2018b),

Second, gazing from and at Singapore’s Internet means treating elements of infra-
structure, how policies and regulation are constructed, and how it is closely coupled
with particular imaginations associated with nationhood (e.g., development status).
For example, the broadcast network structure and imagination was expressed materi-
ally through how Teleview, a precursor of the Web browser through the IT2000 master
plan of 1990, was configured. This structure and imagination persisted through

3 Singapore is ranked as the fourth most globally competitive financial center (Woo 2016) and continues to
be a key port, ranked second busiest globally (World Shipping Council n.d.).
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subsequent adaptations of Internet technology: the Singapore ONE Web portal and
recent Internet technologies enabling “e-citizenship.”* In this conception of Singa-
pore’s Internet, it is imagined as a channel to mediate one-to-many, state-to-citizen
relations, and users are imagined as citizens who are appropriately skilled, savvy, and
equipped with key information (e.g., concerning how they are identified by the state).
Yet this trajectory also reduces the degree to which a global Internet that is imagined in
terms of the nation by Singapore state and nonstate actors alike, is variously chaotic
and ambivalent, and structured and informative; generative of shifting, mass net-
worked publics, and productive of a configured, informed population; liberating and
affording universal civil freedoms, and pragmatic and endangering individual privacy.
Bloggers, for instance, have imagined and used the Internet as a space to surface issues
and discourse that are not discussed by state actors (Pang and Goh 2016). To under-
stand Singapore’s Internet is to understand intersections and contestations between the
state and citizen actors in patchworked, and therefore particular, cultures of expression.
Third, gazing from and at Singapore’s internets is to acknowledge how interest- and
action- based social networks such as LGBTQ activists (Phillips 2014; Soon and
Kluver 2014) and increasingly technologically configured collectives such as support-
ers of political parties (Zhang 2016) are assembled through diverse (and often nation-
ally endorsed and funded) Internet technologies, from mobile phones to server farms,
from wireless networks to optical cables. Thus, despite the “grip” of national initiatives
(or perhaps because of them), Singapore’s internets can be best understood through
both official, national culture and unofficial, discrete subcultures of use that have
evolved over time mediated by certain Internet services and comprising particular
groups (e.g., youth). From text-based Internet Relay Chat to immersive gaming worlds
such as Defense of the Ancients and League of Legends, in addition to mainstream
Internet use, there is a subversive engagement with information and communication
technologies (ICTs) by users who are part of a collective identity that is not defined by
the state but instead subject to individual affiliation and configuration. The view on
such collectives is often a pathological one, framed by notions of deviance (e.g., Tang,
Koh, and Gan 2017; Choo et al. 2015), although some work has considered alternatives
such as social capital (e.g., Skoric and Kwan 2011). The exact collection of ICT—
mediated “tribes” (Maffesoli, cited in Harper 2010: 65) in Singapore is neither well
understood nor easily generalizable from or to any other nation-state in Asia. Singa-
pore’s Internet shows such subcultures coexist alongside official culture.
Considering these different internets within Singapore and across Asia leads us to
ask if Asian internets contribute to form part of a “reality as a patchwork™ (Fuller 2018),
with Singapore’s internets contributing to form one patch of reality. Given the different
cultures, histories, and development trajectories present within Asia, what compari-
sons can be meaningfully made? Singapore’s internets lead us to question if writing
about them will always involve operating at one particular scale or imposing a version
of history on the nation’s and region’s becoming, a version that is inevitably placed in
terms of a geography, politics, economics, and even tradition of knowledge making.
Comparing these different internets also makes visible the voices of those writing and

4 Other technologies could have been considered here: browsers through which the user is imagined as a
traveler/nomad, Internet Relay Chat through which the user is imagined as a converser/a voice, and Napster
through which the user is imagined as a “free” consumer.
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speaking: often those of urban, educated middle-class elites. In such terms Singapore,
which has no hinterland within its national boundaries, even if economic hinterlands
exist in neighboring countries, can be placed not as an aspiration or even an instruc-
tional comparison but as an embedded viewpoint that provides insights on ethics,
governance, infrastructure, and society.

While this discussion resonates with the “Asia as method” dialogue of the late 2000s
and early 2010s (e.g., Anderson 2012; Chen 2010) familiar for readers of EASTS, we are
not ready to coin the term “Singapore as method” or even “internets as method.” We
agree with the proposal of scholars participating in this discussion as an activist re-
sponse through recognizing the importance of a “locus of enunciation” (Anderson
2012: 449) to allow the emergence of “a less coerced and more dignified subjectivity”
(Chen 2010: 3) in and for Asia.

Asia as method also acknowledged the colonial legacy of knowledge and its con-
struction in Asia and the provisional, categorical and imaginative inflections of Asia as
a category. Similarly, singling out the Internet as a category acknowledges a global
capitalist legacy that emanates from technology centers such as Silicon Valley or
Boston in the United States. Discussing the Internet in Asia, as with elsewhere, de-
pends on and challenges the imagination of nation (Wang 2007). While the collective,
material achievement of the Internet as a functional technology in Asia is highly
dependent on national policy making and infrastructure and, as described above, is
locally situated, it travels beyond the national, as Ned Rossiter’s (2017) work on data
centers has shown. Regionality, that is, being “Asian,” can currently only really be
conceived of in terms of how collections of diverse nations imagine and position
themselves as “not the West” historically or ideologically. Any other family resem-
blances remain to be worked out.

As with Asia, there are difficulties with associating the Internet with any one, all-
encompassing concept or category. We have been trying to study and understand it not
only by drawing on the work of Steve Fuller (2018) and Rossiter (2017) as a patchwork
territory, or ethnomethodologically, as a collective achievement produced by the con-
tributing actors (Lynch 2007), but also as a shape-shifting organism. These words are
not attempts at poetry but metaphors that we wish to seriously engage. “Shape-
shifting” creatures or spirits from folklore evoke fear precisely because they cannot
be stably categorized in normative terms or explained solely in the terms of modern
rationalities. In the same vein, we draw on a metaphorics of organicism to mediate
between these older folkloric tropes and modern biosensibilities (Fischer 2013a,forth-
coming). We position an object from folklore alongside an object from science to
acknowledge the distinct rationalities on which the Internet in Asia draws. By identi-
fying the overlaps between folklore and modern science, we hope to show that we can
come to know the Internet in Asia.

3 Figures, Layers, Stories, and Rumors: Probing the Cultural Structure
of the Singapore Internet

Folklore often raises the question of who the folk are, as well as what the lore is. The
internets in Asia pose similar questions. Who are the members of the communities that
make up these internets? Who is included and excluded, and how are the boundaries of
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such internets established? Folklore, like specific internets, poses a problem for legit-
imacy both in content and in method. How is folklore, or internets, established, and
what methods can be used to discover this? What are the general features, and how
might a particular folklore, or internet, be defined? Precisely because they are near-
ubiquitous, infiltrating almost all aspects of the urban environment, everyday life, and
society, internets present those who study them with the difficulty of not knowing what
focus on, at what scale, using what metrics.

Our research group has been exploring the four frames—figures, layers, stories, and
rumors—as ways to understand the life and lore of the Internet. Although we are still
at the larger research proposal formulation stage, we draw on, and draw together, a
variety of studies done by our group’s members. We present the framework as a way of
moving the field forward both for ourselves and for colleagues elsewhere.

We propose these four themes to rethink internets in Singapore.® Layers argues for
the embodiment of the human through Internet technology. Today in Singapore, as it
aspires to a Smart Nation (Hoe 2016), people live in layered worlds (Chee 2013),
whether real, imaginative, or digital (e.g., the home, the gaming environment, the
office). These layered worlds are accessed and engaged with in different ways (e.g.,
from the home, the mobile phone) and are productive of and constituted by networks of
different kinds and qualities. Particular worlds are associated with different narratives,
for example, in the case of gaming worlds, in-game (e.g., fantastical narratives; see also
Krzywinska 2008) or through-game (e.g., player “legends”), and have materiality and
sociality because of the role of different infrastructures in their maintenance and pro-
duction.

Stories may be symbolic in nature, but they are also productive of inclusions and
exclusions and form narratives about the Internet that transform how it is experienced.
Such narratives require and produce new, digital literacies. In the case of Singapore,
new Internet-related policies produce new narratives about productive citizenship and
who can contribute to society and how (Tan 2012; Ho 2017). This theme considers
narrative structures, relevant aesthetics (forms), the medium (representation), and
sharing culture (remediation and following). The stories theme draws our attention
to their evolution from oral practice, written media, film and video, and online distrib-
uted illustrations. It focuses on specific storytelling forms and explores the reasoning
behind their expressions of narratives. In contrast to other work, this approach, by
drawing on and understanding Singapore’s developmental progression, understands
the Internet as part of an ongoing lineage of storytelling technologies that contribute to
locally situate lore that is relational, reflexive, and self-reflexive.

> This legacy is now challenged by such technology centers in Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen and, less
effectively by centers in Hyderabad, Bangalore, and Mumbai, where inroads have been made not only into
the Internet economy in India but also globally, as in the reach of Tata Consultancies.

¢ In these four ways of seeing the Internet, layers, stories, figures, and rumors, we acknowledge our debt to
Don Ihde’s postphenomenological account of four basic forms of mediation (for a summary, see Rosenberger
and Verbeek 2015). We also acknowledge our grant application collaborators, especially Crystal Abidin,
Aieshah Arif, Celine Coderey, Axel Gelfert, Nancy Mauro-Flude, and Sarah-Tabea Sammel, for helping
shape these themes through the submitted Singapore Ministry of Education Tier 2 grant proposal “Internet
Life and Lore: Histories, Mythologies and Materialities.” Our thanks to the other grant collaborators and to
Gregory Clancey in particular for their coauthorship on this proposal.
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Figures focuses on the human and nonhuman actors that populate the Internet —
from bloggers, influencers, and trolls to affinity groups and programmers, from states
and multinational companies to algorithms and autonomous bots. These actors have
become visible through our discussions of Singapore. This theme also considers the
vernacular expression through which these actors become heard, considering what role
they play in broader narratives concerning, in the case of Singapore, national unrest
(Pang and Goh 2016). Can blogs function as part of rhetorical publics (Warner 2002) in
Asian democracies? While the affordances and norms of global Internet culture have
encouraged the proliferation of some global figures (e.g., bloggers), the hard and soft
infrastructure (i.e., physical servers, content filters, protocols) and soft power (i.e.,
diverse net cultures, paralanguages and Internet lexicons, user rituals) have stimulated
the emergence of unique Asian versions of these figures such as influencers and trollers
in Singapore (Abidin 2017).

Rumors are beyond the human’s complete control. They are not always purpose-
fully constructed in the way stories are, and yet they shape the experience of the
Internet (Dalziel 2013). They are the “noise” from which one’s conscious experience
emerges. Singapore’s recent hearings on “fake news” through the Select Committee on
Deliberate Online Falsehoods—Causes, Consequences and Countermeasures (Seow
2018a) have both revealed how rumors can challenge the national agenda and how
such ad hoc, informal diffusion of less verified information demonstrates the key
actors, circuits, and effects of the Internet. Originally touted as an information super-
highway in Singapore and globally, the Internet has equally enabled the rapid dissem-
ination of unverified reports, misinformation, and outright fabrications. In addition to
centralized purveyors of misinformation such as gossip websites and partisan propa-
ganda websites, much of what drives the development of Internet lore—including
online narratives drawing on myths, urban legends, conspiracy theories, and so
on—is best characterized in terms of informal communication (Rahimi 2013). The
shift toward social media, both as a means of communication and as a news source, has
significantly increased the speed with which messages (of whatever kind) can spread
across vast populations—even as our ability to individually monitor informants (e.g.,
in face-to-face communication, or by interrogating them in person) has significantly
decreased (Gelfert 2013, 2018).

To think about internets not (only) as a networks, technologies, infrastructure,
imaginations, or mediums but in terms of layers, stories, figures, and rumors provides
a jumping-off point and a set of new perspectives that have developed from a ground-
up collaboration of Internet-studying scholars in Singapore. These themes can coexist,
can be contiguous, and are consistent with a position that there is no one Internet in
Asia. In the process of studying and comparing different internets through Singapore,
we aim to establish the role these themes play or might play as categories.

4 Approaching Asian Internets through Singapore

The social construction of technology, feminism and semiotic approaches to technol-
ogy and cultural and media studies, and the social history and anthropology of sci-
ence and technology have often placed human-technology relations at their heart. Our
themes or heuristic frames are generative of at least two positions in this regard. First,
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internets can be usefully understood in terms of relations between humans, other
humans, and Internet technologies, or what Fischer (2013b) has called the “peopling
of technologies.” Second, through these relations, internets configure and reconfigure
human experience. These themes acknowledge that internets, at some point, take on
agential qualities that have their own momentum and force and reveal two multiple,
mutually dependent and reciprocally shaping ways of thinking through the Internet.

Internets are forms of life (Wittgenstein 1973; Fischer 2003) because they have both
general and particular elements and form the ground on which meaning can be created.
Internets represent the shared human behavior through which it is possible. This as-
sertion captures the networked, infrastructural, and technological elements of the In-
ternet, provoking phenomenological and imaginative explorations. The notion of a
community, for instance, is no longer limited by face-to-face interactions with neigh-
bors, family and friends, and physical boundaries. In the context of Singapore, this can
reflect the values, languages, and overlapping geographical imaginations (as molded
by ASEAN, Asian, Asian-Pacific, Southeast Asian identities).

Internets correspond to a set of narratives because, in a manner of speaking, they
account for themselves and generate accounts independent of themselves. Recognizing
that they “account for themselves” is important because this marks out the internets’
embeddedness in, even transformation of, time, place, and culture. Rules of engage-
ment, symbols, norms, and meanings are produced and reproduced through various
interactions and contestations between actors via Singapore’s internets. This recogni-
tion, and identifying any underpinning ideology, is difficult because of internets’ per-
vasiveness, increasing invisibility, and mundaneness and therefore requires discursive
analysis that considers the distinction between the “social system and culture”
(Schneider 1980: 134). This distinction is important to maintain as it helps to avoid
the pitfall of reducing any analysis of narratives to simply being a part of a social
system. This statement acknowledges internets’ imaginative and mediating elements.

These statements, taken together, point to embedded conceptions of humanness—
citizen, nomad, voice, consumer, body—within internets, conceptions that are them-
selves shifting and in flux because of the effect of different internets. We mean this not
simply in terms of these statements being a philosophical, or more specifically epis-
temological choice and statement about human and technology’s existence and being.
The statements acknowledge that the Internet is not simply an object for study or even a
way of being but also an expression of humanness, in the sense that how it is configured
makes visible a narrative, or narratives, about us humans and, in turn, configures us
humans. This is not to subscribe unknowingly to technological determinism or social
constructivism, nor is this position wholly embracing the theory of technological
affordances. It is to acknowledge the imagination wrapped up in Internet technologies,
an imagination that is both profoundly local and global, shaping action, interaction,
and even being. It is to recognize the turn to experience that is reconfiguring everyday
human life and being.

By considering internets as forms of life and narratives, and internets’ coproduction
of these forms of life and narratives through thematically pursuing the meanings that
layers, stories, figures, and rumors bring forth, we aim to productively engage a wide
range of disciplines in the study of internets in Asia. Singapore is central to this
approach, the patch from which the patchwork becomes visible and comprehensible.
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In addition, the four themes we propose respond to dangers of “reading” Asia’s
internets through any one concept, set of concepts, or frame. These themes are heuristic
devices, guiding sensitivities concerning what and who to study and how to approach
this study. These four themes of figures, layers, stories and rumors are not definitive
statements about ontology, epistemology, or methodology, although such categories of
statements and relevant questions may be drawn from them. They are instead drawn
from understanding internets in terms of life and lore, as ways of being and entangled
narratives in which internets themselves, as things, are both remediating and remedi-
ated. They think through internets’ life in terms of the ambivalent, playful expression
of everyday interactions and as supporting mythology that, through internet’s very
infrastructure, can become established at the level of corporate and national ideology.
On a more theoretical level, these distinctions permit the exploration of the relationship
between online and offline, physical and digital, contemporary living and the conti-
nuities that exist between pre- and post-Internet times.

Crucially, these four themes are deeply informed through studying the Internet in
Singapore, the hyperconnected city-state from which we write, where, contrary to
popular opinion, narrative and reality are never far apart. This is partly because they
so often correspond in this vulnerable country’s ongoing efforts to at once be a global
city and a nation-state and partly because key narratives engaging the past, present, and
future are often either contested despite the professed control of the ruling People’s
Action Party over such narratives. The entangled nature of narrative and reality in
Singapore both is enabled by the Internet’s pliability, transparency, intelligence, and
visibility and also, ironically, in some way mirrors the Internet’s own shape-shifting,
mundane complexity, auto-awareness and self-production.
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