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Greetings

Good morning girls and boys! It’s my honor to have the opportunity to share my ideas with such an energetic and beautiful group of young people in Seoul. I have to thank the organizers The Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and The National Council of Youth Organizations in Korea for bringing me here. 

I’ve been invited here to talk about "Utilization of Technology for World Peace and Role of Youth", a theme that includes two most exciting words for the future: technology and youth; and one future we all dream to achieve: world peace. This is a theme very true to my heart as I have spent last three years wandering around Asia
 to research on youth and new media technologies. I have been talking to high school girls about politics in Singapore. I have been meeting young musicians who have a message to deliver in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. I have been caught in Typhoon Condoy when doing fieldwork in Manila, the Philippines. I have been interviewing a young journalist in Dhaka, Bangladesh when electricity came and went away like clouds. And I will never forget the night I spent with a couple of Sri Lankan teenagers on an empty terrace in Colombo, the capital city of Sri Lanka. They were holding a drinking party with bottles of whiskeys and vodkas. Their parents were all away, either in the United States or Europe.  Lots of Sri Lankans have left their home during the 26 years of civil war. These teenagers, speaking perfect English, returned to Sri Lanka for short visits. After drinking for a while, they started dancing. But they need music. A boy went downstairs and got an old-fashioned CD player from his grandma.  He pulled out a CD and put it into the player. When the music began, it was Michael Jackson. 
Change 

A war was ended and a super star died. We no longer fancy CD players because we have ipod now. The only thing that does not change, is change itself. 

The change in information technologies my generation has witnessed is enormous.  When I was born, radio was the only electronic medium used in my everyday life. My family got the first TV set during my elementary school years. I first touched a keyboard in secondary high school and DOS was the only operational system you can use on computers. I spent many of my precious college days playing on our campus BBS (for those who are too young, it means Bulletin Board Systems). It was the Internet that marked the divide of my childhood and adulthood. In an afternoon in 1998, my friend introduced me to a thing that has a name I never heard of, Internet. At that time I did not know much about what I can do with it. So I registered an email address and the nickname I used became my online identity till now. 
I believe everybody in my age or older than me could give you an account of their personal history of encountering the new information technologies. To us, the speed of change is sometimes unbearable. We can barely catch our breath when we try to catch up with the most recent technologies. Here is a video to show you how crazy it has been, if you have not realized that. 
A video on the evolution of cellphones. 

I want to use cellphone as the representative of new information technologies for a few reasons. First, most mobile telephones are found in the developing world
, including those recycled from the developed world. Computers, despite the efforts such as One Laptop Per Child, are still far away from the everyday life of the young people residing in developing countries. The accessibility of mobile phones is much higher as used phones and Chinese knockoffs give even the lowest class the ability to communicate on the move. This is a picture I took on the so-called cell phone street in Sri Lanka. Notice the big letters here. They read LG or Nokia. But look carefully at the boxes on the display shelves. What did you see? Yes, made in China. These are all Chinese copycats of the famous brands including iphone. I asked the vendor how they think about these Chinese phones. He told me that the phones are dirty cheap and have as many functions as you can imagine. Then he asked me, but why do they have so short-life? Almost all of them die after one year. 
So here comes the second reason. If a significant portion of population already got hold of cellphones, we should invest in applications that take advantage of the existing network instead of building a completely new one.  Mobile network is a reality in the developing world that is more promising than the wired or wireless Internet we have seen in the developed world. Let me share with you some examples about how low-end technologies can be utilized to solve high-profile problems. The midwives in Indonesia
 are important health care service providers for people living in the remote areas. However, they are not as well trained as professional doctors. How do we improve their service? Cellphones. Each of them was given a cellphone that has a free connection to a service center. When they do their regular checks with the patients and find some problems they cannot solve, they will either send a message or make a phone call to a service center. The professional doctors at the center will listen to their description and help them to diagnose. 
Here is another example. The farmers living around Colombo
 had to get up at 3am, harvest the corps, transport them to the main market, sell them, and find that the money they get cannot cover the cost. Whether to harvest becomes a crucial decision as the market price for certain corps varies quite a lot from day to day. Traditionally they put this information burden to middlemen who buy the products from them then sell to the market. The problem is that middlemen often cheat them. How do we build farmers’ capacity to make use of information? Remember that they are often illiterate. Still cellphones. A call center was built and the market prices for all corps were updated daily. These farmers only need to dial a number and ask the operator at the center. How much does cabbage sell today? It does not mean that all farmers have adopted this system because a tradition of going through middlemen isn’t easy to erase. But the existence of such a system greatly reduces the possibility that middlemen cheat. The farmer would only need to hold up the cellphone and say, hey, do you want me to make a phone call and check? This is another layer of the solution that technologies can provide. It does not directly solve the problem per se. But it changes the social code around the problem and makes the problem easier to be solved. 
But mobile phones get their own weakness, you may say. They are too dependent on signals. I guess all of us have met at least once in our life that we need to make an emergency call and there is no signal. There are many creative ways to boost signals, including a piece of wire, empty coke cans, paper clips, and an old radio antenna. But here is how my friend, Onno Purbo from Indonesia
, tries to solve a similar problem of poor wifi signals not just for himself but for his neighbors as well.  He calls this Wokbolic. What he used is a real wok. A wok is a very common cooking utensil you can see in Asia. In addition to that, a USB wifi pen drive, and some wires. If you do it in the right way, the wireless signal could be enlarged 30 times, from mere 100-meter coverage to 3km. It basically means that the whole village can live on this wok. 
Technologies, both high-end and low-end, have been so useful that some of my colleagues happily announced that technology is the new agent of social change. 
I disagree. 
The historical agent of social change is still human beings. Human beings who have an intense sense of agency. Human beings who believe that there is always a choice. Human beings who are creative and pragmatic at the same time. And it is sad for me to say that there are not many of such human beings in this world.  Marx once put his faith in the working class. I put my faith in you. 
Youth 

Your generation is different. You were born into a world that already established a new order of information society. You are the digital natives. When we, digital immigrants, are busy with adapting our mindset and lifestyle to the emerging technologies, you swim in the waves of technological updates like fish. How many times did your parents ask you to fix a little technological problem for them? How often does your teacher look completely lost when you are using Internet jargons? You are not only the most active users of new technologies. You are making world records every day using technologies. There was a Singaporean boy who typed a 160-word SMS within one minute without predictive text and spelling aid. There was once I saw a girl in a Hong Kong subway train using each of her hands playing two different games on the two screens of a game console, while trying to stand straight in the crowd. I have to say the technological skills you possess are sometimes beyond my imagination. As the authors of the book Born Digital have described it, we, digital immigrants, are impressed by the amazing skills you have. We are also worried and even a bit frightened by the same thing. Your parents must have asked you this question: why do you have to spend hours in front of your computer? Your teachers might also have asked you this question: are you really doing homework on your computer or are you facebooking? No matter whether the concerns are legitimate or not, one thing is for sure: Today’s youth are different. 
Unlike the older generations, you live much of your lives online and there is not a boundary between the so-called real versus virtual life. The online and the offline blend so perfectly in your life that you don’t even feel any transition between the two. “Digital natives are constantly connected.”
 My students won’t give up one minute to hang out with friends, even during my lecture. When I was teaching big classes with several hundreds of students, one activity I enjoyed doing is to make a surprise visit to a student and peeps into her laptop. Believe me it is 100 out of 100 times that a facebook page or an instant messaging tool is open. It has been a habit of the young people to be connected through digital means 24/7. Digital natives cannot live without information. Whenever my students have heard a new term from my lecture, they immediately search it. They don’t wait till the class ends and go back to the textbook. When they need information, they go for it without waiting for a second. “Digital natives are tremendously creative.” There was this student joyfully telling me that, hey prof, I know how to finish your assignment on crowdsourcing. I crowdsourced it by pasting the question into my facebook status and asked, anyone knows the answer? There is no surprise that I am deeply impressed by her creativity. So how does this constantly connected, information rich, and tremendously creative generation mean to the world?

Some of us, digital immigrants, are concerned with the immersion into technologies seen in the younger generation. We are deeply troubled by the fact that a teenage boy spent days and nights playing World of Warcraft. Or a young girl sent out hundreds of messages a day to chat with strangers she met online. Or a group of school kids bullied their classmate, made it a video and put it on Youtube. The challenges posed by technologies are real. But it is completely wrong to see the digital natives as merely game junkies, mobile addicts, or online gangsters. The potential of digital natives is enormous. 
We have seen lots of documented evidences showing that digital natives who master the information technologies make great things happen. What I will focus on today is the political changes digital natives have brought to their lands through the employment of technologies. Before that I’d like to briefly explain why politics. It was one young audience who first asked me this question, why politics, when I was presenting my study on youth and political engagement. To him, politics might be a dirty word. It refers to the hopeless circle of corrupted officials, inefficient governance, and brutal suppression. Why should we spend our energy on this dark topic and why don’t we go do something that has tangible benefits such as teaching children or helping homeless people? Charity and education are both necessary for a healthy civil society. However, politics, if done rightly, can change millions of children and homeless people’s lives in a short time. Politics became dirty because it was made dirty not that it was born dirty. If you agree with the female Jewish philosopher, Hannah Arendt, as much as I do, you will find that politicians, along with philosophers and artists, are the most virtuous types of people as they are meant to create, out of nowhere, workable structures and orders that realize the abstract values such as justice and equality.  Politics is nothing dirty. 
It was my pleasure to observe that in the recent waves of political progress, both young people and technologies have played significant roles in such transformations. From Iran’s twitter revolution to Tunisia’s jasmine revolution to Egypt’s white revolution, young people have taken full advantage of new media technologies to change the majority’s perception about the existing powers and motivate the population to stand out. I’d like to share with you an example from my student. Nichole Seah, a 24-year old graduate from my department, became the most popular oppositional party member during the 2011 election in Singapore. When most of kids were told by their parents that politics is a dangerous game and never touch it, she chose to take over the responsibility along with risks and pressures. She is not only good at public speech but also, allow me to be shameless this time, thanks to the new media skills we taught, she is very capable of using social media tools to harness popular support.  At one time point, the number of her supporters on facebook exceeds the number of supporters of Lee Kwan Yew, the founding father of this city state. Although her party and her failed to win any seats in the election, the inspiration she offered to her fellow youth is the excellence not many politicians in this country can achieve. The potential of youth equipped with technologies has only revealed its tip of iceberg in cases like that. 
Now digital natives, let us look at the thing that we need your creative energy to change. 
This world is still fundamentally unequal. 
The persistence of all kinds of inequalities is unbelievably stubborn. When we hope that information technologies can bring an end to it, we quickly find that more inequalities are created, not eliminated, by new information technologies. A term, digital divide, was coined to refer to this fundamental problem. At first digital divide refers to the gap between people who have the access to technologies and those who don’t. This gap is not a difference between geeks who love technologies and luddites who hate machines. This gap is an indicator of the existing social inequalities as well as a warning signal of the emerging new forms of social inequalities. People who do not have the access to the technologies often reside in the less advantaged positions in a social hierarchy. Those who are poorer and have lower education are found to be disconnected digitally. The reason of such disconnection is relatively easy to understand: they don’t have the money to buy the machines and they don’t have the skills to use the machines. Solutions to this kind of digital divide are relatively straightforward: provide free access and training to these people. That is why in developed countries, the gap is closing.  
But the digital divide in developing countries is much more complicated. It is an economic issue because developing countries have limited resource to invest in digital technologies. Their governments are often faced with the dilemma of choosing among different development initiatives. Is a signal tower more urgently needed than a road? Should cellphones be the priority or should clean water be? Is an agriculture website helpful at all if farmers do not have computers? The uneven development needs across different regions and populations are dragging economic policies towards different directions. However, the implication of digital divide is much more than just being economic. The urban-rural divide is an obvious one. Whereas the city dwellers own their personal computers or laptops at home or office, the majority of the rural population has to rely on public access such as Internet cafes. As the Internet penetration rate increases, the gap becomes wider not narrower. Take China as an example. In 2005, only 2.6% of rural population used Internet and in 2009, an increase of 12% of rural users was seen. However, the gap between rural and urban penetration increased from 14% to 30%. What is often neglected is the political consequence of such divide. The difference lies not only in who have the access but also in who would access which kind of information and how the information would shape their views regarding their government. It is definitely not a coincidence to see that in countries such as Thailand, the urban-rural divide has become an important factor that contributes to the political upheavals. In Taiwan, when the so-called Green party tried to reach the rural population, they actually abandoned the Internet but opted for radio. You can see that it is not just a problem of who have and who don’t have the access. The digital divide is making the existing disparities even worse. When different sections of the population in one country become alienated from each other, the country’s political situation is going to be worrisome. 
Not only digital divide could result in a political divide, but also digital divide could be a disguise of a traditional discrimination. The gender divide in developed countries such as the US has become nearly nonexistent. However, this divide is clearly evident in developing countries. Remember the Indonesian midwives I just mentioned? Do you know one of the biggest challenges this project has faced is the simple fact that a cellphone was given to a woman? The heads of villages, always males, were angry at the fact that if there is one person who owns a cellphone in the village, it is not him. It has been widely seen that if there is an opportunity to access the technologies, the priority is often given to boys. The excuses of not choosing girls range from oh, they are too busy to play (because they have to take care of younger brothers), or oh, they are not interested (because they are taught to like dolls not machines). Or an even worse excuse, oh, they are not capable. Speaking of the capability of women using technologies, I recall an online opinion leader from Bangladesh we tried to interview.  She is one of the few influential Internet activists but no one knows she is a her. We did not know until we contacted her for an interview. But as influential as she is, we were not able to conduct the interview because it is very hard to find a time for her to sneak out of the house.  She did not tell her family that she is blogging, being afraid of their objection. Digital gender divide, in my opinion, is not mainly an issue of technologies but an issue of social stereotype and historical discrimination. Unless we are able to touch upon this deeper and harder issue of gender equality, we are not going to see the solution of digital gender divide soon. 
What makes digital divide even more complicated is the divide across countries. This map shows a rough estimation of mobile phone penetration rates around the world
. I chose to show a mobile map because the divide in Internet penetration is even worse. The dark red shows a full penetration and the lighter the color, the lower the penetration rate. Again, it is not a coincidence that the countries with lowest penetration rates come from the developing world. If the developing world is already disempowered in the global competition, the lag in digital development would only further disadvantage these countries. The potential of information technologies to empower the disadvantaged is seriously compromised due to the persistent existence of digital inequalities. 
Failure 

The persistence of digital inequalities, despite of numerous efforts made by scientists, governments, NGOs, and civil societies, is depressing. The failure is not only a technological failure but also a failure of our existing system and every single one of us living in the system. There comes the question whether it is worth all the troubles to fight against the inequalities. If the problem is so fundamental that we are doomed to fail, should we try to pursue the solution in the first place? I will have to agree that failure is inevitable on the way towards better equality and justice. I will have to agree that from time to time, I feel deeply sad and extremely powerless when the hard reality hits me. Last month, two incidents reveal once again the unbearable heaviness of the truth. In Norway, a 32-year old gunman fired at a youth camp and killed 69 attendees who will become the country’s future leaders. One day later, in China, two high speed trains crashed into each other and killed at least 40 passengers. Norway is a highly civilized and democratic society; China is the fastest-growing economy. Either one is the best example of its category, developed or developing countries.  Nevertheless, both failed. China’s high-speed train system was bragged as the word-class innovation that can compete with quote-in-quote” the West”. It was claimed that the possibility of two trains crashing into each other is zero because a combination of German and Japanese technologies make the system perfect.  This perfect system still failed. It is not a failure of technologies. It is a failure of a government that is obsessed with the speed of development at the cost of ordinary people’s blood. It is also a failure of a society that silently grants the government this power as long as it delivers materialist benefits.  I once hoped that maybe one day, when China successfully grows into a mature and prosperous country, we won’t see such bloody failures any more. But the Norwegian case told me I was wrong. In a highly civilized and democratic society, we still can fail. In a society that nobody is concerned by being starved or being deprived of a shelter or being killed by surprise accidents, there are still people who do not think life is respectable. 
As if Kafka, the writer from Prague, is always right, failure is our only destination.
You might think that I am a hopeless pessimist by saying that failure is our only destination. Well, you might be right but I am happy that I am not alone. As a teacher in a university, the moment I enjoyed the most is commencement day. I made sure that I attended every single commencement since I became a university professor. I also enjoyed watching other universities’ commencements. One of my favorite commencements is always the one of University of Pennsylvania, a place I spent five years in a basement to get my PhD. Every year UPenn invites a speaker to talk to the graduates and this speaker could be anyone ranging from academics, politicians, to writers and actors. This year my lucky fellow alumni got Denzel Washington! I was so surprised that Denzel, one of the greatest contemporary actors, chose to talk about one topic which is almost a taboo in the American mainstream culture, failure. If you have ever lived in the US, you know that loser is a dirty word just as jerk and idiot. 
Allow me to repeat the three brilliant points he made in his speech. He said, first, you will fail at some point of your life; second, if you don't fail, you are not even trying; third, sometimes failure is the only way how life goes.
Allow me to supply some details regarding these three brilliant points. Every so-called successful person has failed at some point. It is only that we tend to only see the success and ignore all the failures leading to the success. Take myself as an example. I am often considered as a stereotypical good student who gets straight As. But here is my little secret. In my first year of PhD study, I was told by my professor that my English was not even qualified to be an undergrad. Two years later when I think this kind of embarrassing failure will not appear again, I got a C in my statistics class and was told by my professor that it was already a mercy that I passed. Believe me, every one failed, at some point.  
Well, I should not be so absolute. Yes there are people who never fail. They don’t fail because they are never trying. They won’t fail if they always stay in their comfort zone and do what they are already good at. I once had a student complaining to me that he did not touch mathematics since high school and the reason that he chose a communication major was because it is social science which is supposed to have nothing to do with math. So he asked me, why do you make me study statistics in your research method class? My answer was, why do you have to come to my class if you already know everything you need to know?  After realizing that communication study has to involve math, he switches to the major of linguistics. Well my best wishes to his journey into the math-free world of linguistics. This student is so afraid of failing at his weak point that he decided not to try to challenge himself at all. I admit that statistics is never an easy subject (remember the C I got?). I admit that there are students who got very low grades in my research method class because of stats. But I have higher respect towards these students than the one who switched major. Why? Because they at least tried. Because I know some of them have tried their very best but unfortunately, they still failed. What we achieve through the procedure is not success, but the ability and confidence to challenge ourselves and to face the failure that comes with it. 

So here comes the last point. Sometimes, failure is the only way how life goes. Or, failure is our destination. To be honest, it really depends on how you define success. If you think success is something like you are considered as richer or smarter or cooler or more awesome than anyone else in the world, I am sorry to say that you are definitely going to fail. As a mortal man who has to die, even you can become the most wonderful person in the world during your life time, there are still ones who were before you and there will still be ones who are after you that are better than you. By knowing that failure is waiting for us, our success becomes meaningful. Heidegger, the German philosopher, said that we live towards death. He means the reason why our life is meaningful is because we know that there is an end to it, and there is death. Without the seemingly very depressing destination of death, we human beings would not be able to enjoy being alive. I’d like to make a parallel argument here. We succeed towards failure. Without knowing that failure is always there waiting for us, we are not able to see the meaning of success. If I have never failed my stats class, I wouldn’t know how sweet it feels to finally publish a paper using statistical models. If Denzel Washington has never failed his opera audit, he wouldn’t know that his real talent is in acting. If we are so afraid of failures that we never try, we will never become successful.
Alright. It seems that failure is a given fact and success is only the beautiful scenery we enjoy on our way to greater failure. So what are we trying to achieve here? What are we challenging ourselves to get? What are we risking our comfort for? If it is neither success nor failure, what is it?

Excellence
It is excellence. 

Excellence, by definition, means the fact or state of excelling. To excel is to surpass the ordinary standards. As long as we are trying to surpass what have been achieved by either others or ourselves, we are excelling or we are headed towards excellence.  A sportsman excels when she breaks her own record. A student excels when she learns new knowledge. A politician excels when she speaks for the neglected. Excellence is different from success because it is more about your own pursuit than conforming to how others judge you. It is you who decides what to excel, how to excel, and when to stop. As long as a person excels in her own regard, we should show our full respect. A friend of mine was a problem child when he was in school. He came from a poor family so from very young, he felt that he had to earn a lot of money to gain any respect. He quitted school and became a street racer since 17-year old because racing made him rich. It soon became apparent that illegal racing will either kill him or put him into jail. He decided to go back to school and finished a bachelor degree at the age of 28. Now he works as a project manager in an IT company. If you simply look at who he is now, you probably think that a project manager does not sound that excellent.  But what he has excelled is nothing ordinary as the determination it takes to change one’s life trajectory is tremendous. When many people blindly follow the path designed for them by others, or even worse, when some people never know where they are going, what my friend has achieved is to be responsible for his own life. I consider it excellence too. And what makes his life excellent isn’t the outcome, being a project manager instead of a racer. What makes his experience an example of excellence is the pursuit of taking the control of his fate into his own hands. 
Orhan Pamuk, the Nobel laureate of literatures, wrote in an article about asking his father difficult and fundamental questions when they were taking a ride in Istanbul. At the end of the article, he said: 
“while we would never find answers to these fundamental questions, it was good for us to ask them anyway, that true happiness and meaning reside in places we would never find and perhaps did not wish to find, but the pursuit matters no less than the attainment, the asking is as important as the views we saw through the windows of the car, the house, the ferry.”

I would like to finish my talk with this quote. Your pursuit of fixing the problems that trouble the world will not be guaranteed success. But your pursuit itself is already an excellence. Please allow me to congratulate you upon that excellence. And I wish that you can continue your pursuit of such excellence in the future. 
Thank you!
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