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During the launch conference for this journal in early 2014, our editorial team
issued a provocation. We asked the participants of that event to answer the
question ‘where is Digital Asia?” Our intention was to see where the grow-
ing group of scholars who research digital media in or from the Asian region
locate themselves and their work, to specify or to problematize the terms of
their inquiries, and to take a stand on the significance of their work. Does it
make sense to talk about ‘Digital Asia’ and, if so, where should we look for it?
Indeed, is it something that we can look for? These are some of the responses
we received:

Digital Asia is global, just as the many populations and individuals identify-
ing as Asian can themselves now be found in locations across the globe.

I would like to take ‘Digital Asia’ as Asia itself, for digital technology is
increasingly becoming an integrated part of everyday life in Asia.

Digital Asia is Asia in transformation — politically, socially, culturally, and
also legally — by its digital media.

[I]t lies in a combination of the highly local, specific, and personal, and the
broad and universal. Thus, it can transcend traditional barriers of nation

and state.

Digital Asia is both online and offline, including both digital technologies’
effects on Asia and Asia’s effects on digital technologies.
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Digital Asia is so many things that it’s difficult to say it’s anything at all; is
there a digital Europe?

Digital Asia is a science fictional creation — we find it in literature, not in the
material world.

As these responses suggest, asking where we might find ‘Digital Asia’ is not
simply a question of where Asia might be located geographically, or what role
digital media might play in that geographical region. What counts as ‘Asia’ is
already a matter of complicated identity politics and knowledge construction,
often closely linked to assumptions about the differences between ‘East’ and
‘West' In some cases, we might find ‘Asia’ in the social processes of a specific
locale, be it in a part of India, Japan, or Vietnam. In other cases, we might trace
cultural practices to communities of people who see themselves as having
ties to Asia, but who happen to live and work outside of the region.! In yet
other cases, we might examine ideas and discourses about, or imaginations of,
‘Asia’ — regardless of whether they are circulating through Abuja, Buenos Aires,
Kuala Lumpur, Ottawa, or The Hague.

What distinguishes good scholarship on an ‘area’ such as Asia is that it chal-
lenges our own sense of the location of our work, and that it takes the locations
of others seriously. These locations may be situated in specific geographical
locales; but, more importantly, they are part of ideological, social, historical,
economic, and political ‘places, which deserve scholarly attention. Writing
about China, Van Crevel (2013, 256) points out that a crucial aspect of Area
Studies in the twenty-first century is to explore our own positionality: we need
to ‘ask about consciously and unconsciously assumed perspectives, images of
“self” and “other”, and above all the situatedness of scholarship (researcher,
data, theory, method, institutional and socio-cultural context). Where is here?’

An increasing number of scholars in Area Studies have expressed simi-
lar sentiments about how we construct knowledge of geographical areas
(cf. the contributions in Wesley-Smith & Goss 2010). Following criticism
that such endeavours were complicit in reproducing the Orientalist views of
nineteenth-century European imperialism, and later the Cold War politics of

1 Arif Dirlik, however, cautions against the tendency to narrow such communities down to
‘diaspora), arguing that such categorization also reflects power relations that need to be criti-
cally interrogated: ‘[T]he very naming of the diasporic population stamps it with ethnic,
national, or racial characteristics that survive despite all difference, as in Chinese diaspora,
for example, where Chineseness becomes a marker even when the populations encom-
passed by the term are marked by significant historical and cultural differences’ (2010:17).
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the twentieth century (Cumings 1998, 2014), scholars have increasingly used
the diversity of their field to infuse Area Studies with a critical angle: one that
challenged the idea that the world can be demarcated into geographically and
culturally distinct ‘regions) and that instead asked how such demarcations
come about, what they mean to different people in different contexts, and who
benefits from asserting them. In this, area scholarship has taken cues from crit-
ical geographers like Henri Lefebvre (1974/1991) or David Harvey (2006), and it
is in that vein that anthropologist Neil Smith reminds us that ‘the convenience
of the area categories is not innocent, as it structures knowledge in specific
ways and emanates from specific ideological resonances’ (2010: 36).

Yet, the title of our journal is not only provocative because of the term
‘Asia’ It also forces us to address the meaning of the ‘digital’ — a category that
is equally contested. On the one hand, creators and users alike often celebrate
digital technologies as harbingers of progress and freedom, while at the same
time obscuring that this allegedly universal view of technology has its roots in
the neoliberal teleology of California’s tech industry (Marwick 2013; Morozov
2013; Turner 2008). On the other hand, the hopes and fears that digital tech-
nology elicit are intricately linked to how scholarship and popular culture
imagine ‘Asia’ — whether as a ‘backward’ place that needs to be ‘opened-up’
through ‘cutting edge’ information technologies, or as a hyper-modern, techno-
Orientalist dystopias (cf. the critiques in Lewis 2010: 46 and Ueno 1996, respec-
tively). Studying ‘Digital Asia’ therefore also means critically engaging with
such fantasies of hyper-dynamic Asian techno societies.

In this special issue of Asiascape: Digital Asia, we have thus asked leading
scholars in the arts, humanities, and social sciences to take a critical look at
our journal’s title and the research programme it implies. Where do we find
the digital in and from Asia? Where does Digital Asia start, where does it end?
How do the categories of Asia and Digital interact — where do they intersect?
What counts as method in the study of ‘Digital Asia’, and what counts as data?
In short, what is the subject and object of inquiry and what methodologies are
appropriate for their study?

Our special issue starts with a position paper by historian Prasenjit Duara
on how to rethink Area Studies in an age in which the environments we
inhabit are influenced by complex human activities more than by any other
single force. In Duara’s view, we need to redefine the locus of academic work
by moving away from the kind of methodological nationalism (Beck 2005) that
commonly defines research in and on ‘areas’. Instead, as Duara argues, schol-
arship needs to focus on regional networks, particularly if it hopes to address
the problems with which humanity is confronted today. Only by taking the
challenge of truly transnational scholarship seriously can area knowledge
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contribute to a ‘sustainable modernity’ For Duara, digital technology can aid
such an agenda by changing how researchers trace transnational processes
through recourse to big data, but also by empowering actors that do not fall
under the purview of traditional nation states, such as grassroots civil society
organizations.

In the second contribution to this issue, Chris Goto-Jones discusses to what
extent ‘Digital Asia’ can fruitfully be connected with the discourse of techno-
Orientalism. Using the example of the videogame as an instance of a digital
location that can be visited and explored, he suggests that the gamic quality
of interactivity adds a new, experiential dimension to the ideological structure
of (techno-)Orientalism. Goto-Jones locates this dimension, which he calls
‘Gamic Orientalism), in the ‘digital dojo’ of martial arts videogames, where gam-
ers represent their engagement with ‘Digital Asia’ in a manner that echoes the
way martial artists talk about the significance of their art as self-cultivation.
Mlustrated with texts from the bushido canon and interviews with gamers, the
article playfully experiments with the possibility of ‘virtual bushido’ as the ulti-
mate expression of Gamic Orientalism, suggesting that ‘Digital Asia’ is finally
located in an ideologically conditioned mode of engagement with the digital
medium rather than in any cartographically defined space.

Florian Schneider’s contribution to this special issue asks whether we might
find ‘Digital Asia’ in its networks, interfaces, and media contents, and what
kind of tools are available to researchers who hope to explore ‘Digital Asia’ by
‘following the medium'. Using the example of higher education institutions in
Beijing, Hong Kong, and Taipei, the article examines how search engines, insti-
tutional homepages, and hyperlink networks provide access into the workings
and representations of academia online. The study finds that even a seemingly
cosmopolitan endeavour such as academia exists in rather parochial digital
spheres, and that users that enter those spheres do so in highly biased ways —
a finding that raises questions about the potential for truly transnational col-
laborative activities of the kind that Duara envisions in his position paper.
Further reviewing the digital tools that lead to these findings, Schneider argues
that while digital methods promise to bring together the ‘digital turn’ and the
‘spatial turn’ in the humanities and social sciences, they also pose new chal-
lenges. These include theoretical concerns, like the risk to implicitly repro-
duce views of neoliberal modernity, but also practical concerns related to
digital proficiencies.

Returning to the Japanese context, Thomas Lamarre explores the meaning
of ‘Digital Asia’ by examining how a particular cultural format has been dissem-
inated throughout the region: the highly popular franchise Hana yori dango, or
‘Boys and Flowers’ Lamarre shows how this series has been formatted both
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across media forms (such as manga, animated TV series, animated films, televi-
sion dramas, and theatrical releases) and across nations (Japan, Taiwan, Korea,
China, and the Philippines). The case leads Lamarre to ask what happens when
production of media networks and media devices or platforms outstrips the
production of contents, as is the case in East Asia. To Lamarre, the sense of
‘media regionalism’ that formats like Hana yori dango elicit, stems from struc-
tures of feelings that are related both to the gap between infrastructures (of
distribution and production) and the gap within media distribution itself (i.e.
between mobility and privatization).

Concluding this special issue, Javier Cha finds a paradox: mainstream South
Korean academia is still struggling to make sense of the digital turn, despite
the fact that high-quality digital infrastructures and sources are widely avail-
able. While South Korea’s government continues its aggressive push for more
digitized information, academics in fields like history, literature, or philoso-
phy have not been successful at establishing the sort of ‘digital humanities’
initiatives that have emerged elsewhere in the world. Cha argues provocatively
that this indifference to the digital reflects a long-standing ‘digital/humanities
divide’ that has its origin in the 1980s, when government and business lead-
ers designed South Korea’s transition to a post-industrial society without input
from humanists. This legacy, so Cha argues, needs to be overcome if humani-
ties scholars hope to shape the paradigms according to which digital Korea
develops in the future.

As all of these contributions show, exploring ‘Asia’ through the lens of digi-
tal media and digital developments is a fruitful way to integrate the ‘digital
turn’ with the spirit of critical Area Studies — a spirit that aims to challenge the
comfort zones of mainstream scholarship. For researchers of ‘Digital Asia) this
means breaking through techno-Orientalist assumptions, but it also means
exploring innovative methods and theories. Our contributors have brought
their individual perspectives and expertise to bear on the theme of this special
issue: ‘Where is Digital Asia?, and they each have problematized the poten-
tially complex political charge of our journal’s title in ways that we hope will
provoke a continuous academic exchange over the meaning of ‘Digital Asia’.
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