
	
 

ANALISI DEGLI ASPETTI ETICI E ANTROPOLOGICI 
 

Paolo Benanti 
 

 
1. Does digital change communication? 

 
New digital communications are not a "new way" of doing something, but they are for a 
‘general purpose”, that is, they change the "way" of doing things. So it is with electricity, 
serving for many uses, and so is digital technology, which is changing everything: it 
dematerializes the content with respect to its support. If paperwork first was inextricably 
linked to paper support, today a digital communication exists without any place and time, 
and spreads and multiplies independently from its media. Digital technology enables us to 
see and hear what is happening in every part of the world. We are no longer related to the 
paper edition of the newspaper, but in an instant we can browse all newspaper numbers 
from the first issue to the present and at the same time all the newspapers in each country. 
Today we are able to see, hear and communicate with a greater radius than we did before. 
But is this distance ability equal to a better ability to focus on the problems that affect our 
lives? Studies tell us that the greatest knowledge we have today with digital does not 
necessarily correspond to a greater awareness of the problems that are near us. In other 
words: the greatest amount of communication does not necessarily mean its higher quality. 
 

2. Communicating more is to communicate better? 
 

According to some studies, a new communicative quality is emerging, in which the principle 
of authority is no longer tied to the truth of what is communicated but from the impact that 
news has on that real or imaginary community to which an individual feels to belong. The 
most popular word of the year according to the Oxford Dictionary is "post-truth: our fellow 
citizens today are more likely to believe in ads that fill the network only because they are 
shared by a large number of users. This great communicative capacity is creating a different 
quality of communication. It is no longer argumentative but narrative: stories that move the 
feelings of people who are, in turn, moved more from an emotional tune than from a 
rational basis. See the American, Spanish, and populist movements that are developing in 
Europe. When we hear politicians discussing matters like "America first," "Hope," 
"Podemos," and the like, we do not only hear slogans but the beginning of stories in which 
people recognize and identify. The post-truth is just that: to say that one thing is true as it 
emotionally convinces me of its truth more than it suits the facts that really happened. 
 
3. Are we facing a new illiteracy? 
 
These changes in digital communication are producing a sort of new illiteracy. If it was, in the 
Middle Ages and until so many years ago, the inability to access a content because they did 
not have the ability to decode it, today we witness a new form of illiteracy: people know 
how to read, listen to narratives while they are immersed in this infinite stream of news and 
content, it is difficult to distinguish what is true of what is false. Illiteracy in the digital age is 
then the absence of this veritable ability that passes through the consciousness of people. 
Beyond an era that can be termed post-factual or post-truth, the real emergence of the 



	
pervading world of digital is the possibility of opening up to the post-consciousness age, 
where the individual, by now made so by the absence of real communication with his peers 
and places to reprocess the message he receives, he loses the ability to judge and truth. And 
the "like" number or share of a post becomes the only truth criterion. A small ecclesial 
example: if you see what is said in the social media about Pope Francis, you see that more 
and more Catholics believe these readings not on the basis of concrete facts but on how 
many people create a "lipe", ie that movement of amplification and resonance that these 
digital news have. Then talking about communication in the digital age means talking about 
the human ability to handle a number of information that is not adequate to the flow of 
information into which it is immersed. Communicating more may not mean to communicate 
better. 
 
But being subjected to this digital media consumption, which in technical terms is called 
"media diet", what does it produce? One scholar, Marc Prensky, has studied the media 
consumption of a young adult born and raised in the digital age. In 5 years he sees half a 
million spots, exchanges more than 500,000 mails, spending at least 2000 hours in front of a 
video game console. And only 500 hours will be dedicated to the reading of traditional texts. 
What Mark Prensky points out from working with these young adults is that the working 
mechanisms of these people change: multimedia, hypertextuality, the ability to make fast 
connections within the texts characterize their cognitive model. But the threshold of 
attention also falls: if a young man is forced to see half a million spots, his brain needs to be 
accustomed to selecting content in a very short time. A young adult (a so-called "millenial") 
has the attention threshold of 1.32 seconds, time within which his brain decides whether to 
follow that content or discard it. Much slower forms of communication are likely to be 
ineffective toward these generations. The most worrying thing, according to Marc Prensky, 
is, however, who was born before this generation. Our generation is destined to be a 
generation of immigrants within this digital context, seeking to connect with new 
generations and not always having the appropriate communication tools to transfer their 
wealth of values and knowledge. The school, and especially the Italian one, has already called 
Marc Prensky (I refer to the "school group" of one of the major Italian parties, the 
Democratic Party) because it would help the party itself to elaborate a proposal for reform 
of school contents in view of this media revolution. 
 

4. Does communication only involve the cognitive and rational part? 
 

The internet and all the great digital world are not just written content, movies or audio 
that talk about known things. If you try to attend a social network you will find that there 
are dreams, desires and fears of our contemporaries. In a social network, the term "tagging" 
is used to say to associate ourselves with a photo, video, and expression. We do not "tag" 
within sentences with logical and cognitive content, but within videos and photos, that is, 
symbolic content that narrates a dimension that is more emotional than cognitive. Then 
digital is also changing the way in which conscious or unconscious are expressed, what are 
the fears, dreams and ambitions of a whole generation. And since the main mode is 
narrative, we find a new mythology, that is, the myths that express in a completely mythical 
language those which are the expectations, dreams and desires of our contemporaries. They 
need to be evangelized but evangelization must, if they want to be successful, intercept these 
new languages, and these new ways. 
 



	
With its "digital sky" - the cloud - digital can record everything and not lose anything. When 
someone publishes something in these large online containers is like applying a digital tattoo 
on their skin, which will no longer be erased because it will always be remembered. Think of 
how urgent it is to train new generations to use a tool that is likely to mark them for a 
lifetime. So, the fact that a faith or religion is based on forgiveness, this is likely to be 
misguided in the digital age and to go from forgiveness to forgetting: today, "forgiving" might 
mean "erasing", or rather "forgetting," a something that follows us forever. Then understand 
how the anthropological change occurs also in the very content of the words: in a digital 
universe forgive means to erase. They are just provocations to show how society is changing 
as a result of these technologies. 
The Big Data World: The Economist a month ago made a cover with a series of high seas 
drills that extracted oil. Only that there was no brand of one of the "seven sisters" that 
produce fuel, but: Google, Amazon, Facebook. And the title was this: Date, the new oil (data 
is the new oil). What is happening inside the great digital universe is that the data we 
produce in the digital universe becomes strategic for national security, key to show us and 
understand our intentions and tools to interact with our guidelines and beliefs. They are so 
important that Russia, Europe and China have obliged the United States to keep the data of 
their citizens in the countries where they are produced. With data and related algorithms 
today, you can make predictions and you can know the behaviors of single individuals, 
something that was unthinkable before. Then digital and data production and digital 
consumption also touches on traditional spheres such as those of politics. 
 

5. Is the digital continent a free ground? 
 

The answer is negative. It is not a land where there is no control. The most accurate and 
recent studies tell us that the internet is not the new America emigrating within it. The 
Internet looks more like a feudal kingdom, where, if one wants to exist and live, he must 
first decide which great lord to live and submit, that is to ask for protection. By entrusting all 
of our data to these great lords (Google, Amazon, Facebook, Microsoft), we get the 
protection, that is, a safe existence within the internet. 
 
Conclusion 
 
It's interesting to see how the world of work changes as well. To the extent that the data 
becomes the new resource, a series of jobs are being "data-gathering". More than anyone 
speaks of the existence of the proletariat 2.0, people who work at low cost and high 
exploitation rate, which is the horizon for young people to be screened: web editors and 
small editing jobs tear the dignity at work we know . But even democracy itself is likely to be 
touched by digital: the ease of communication between one person and another in this great 
digital context makes more than anyone talk of a return to that kind of non-participatory 
democracy (made with the election of people's representatives), but direct. As if any 
government decision to make it would be enough to make a sort of big referendum online 
and the majority of the votes would give rise to a better decision rather than that taken by 
elected politicians. It's easy to see how this is a mirage: once again replacing the idea of 
quality and good within a decision (a matter of  ethics) an idea of quantity: enough that many 
people have approved it solution for it to be right. 
 
These are the ethical, political, anthropological and educational challenges that digital 
confronts us. 
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