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ABSTRACT
This paper uses document theory to analyze Discover, a partially
free-to-use application developed by Facebook’s philanthropic ini-
tiative Connectivity and released in the Philippines in May 2020.
Discover’s design is predicated on the conviction that access to val-
orized forms of technology—in this case, popular websites viewed
via the Internet—promises benefits to marginalized users who are
presumed to lack resources needed to fully participate in contem-
porary informational capitalism. Document theory in HCI provides
a framework that allows us to analyze the most popular websites as
rendered by Discover. We argue that Discover’s logic of redaction
and form moderation reproduces the very structural inequality that
access to the Internet frequently claims to ameliorate. We conclude
by pointing to potential applications of our approach in research at
the intersection of HCI, ICT4D, and political economy.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Following Mark Zuckerberg’s 2013 declaration that “connectivity is
a human right,” [82] Facebook, like other multinational technology
companies, has sought to bring versions of its services to developing
markets across the globe. A string of projects, organized largely un-
der the aegis of the company’s Connectivity initiative, has brought
∗Both authors contributed equally to this research.
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a succession of products and services to bear on “challenges of ac-
cessibility, affordability, and relevance” in 63 countries across Asia,
Africa, and South America. Facebook Connectivity’s most recent
initiative, Discover, was launched in May 2020 in several countries
including the Republic of the Philippines1. Discover takes the form
of a “mobile web and Android app that enables people to browse
any site on the internet using a daily balance of free data from
their mobile operator” [18]. The debut of Discover occurs amid
ongoing, pointed criticism of Facebook’s Connectivity efforts by
researchers in HCI and ICT4D, who have contrasted the putatively
altruistic vision of these services with the extractive business mod-
els they pursue, the exploitative privacy policies they enforce, and
the limited, proprietary, walled-garden version of Internet access
they provide [9, 11, 32, 46, 75]. At the same time, other researchers
have valorized Connectivity’s efforts, arguing collectively that even
a limited or constrained version of Internet access in perpetually
marginalized states benefits users more than the next most likely
option: to have no access at all [38, 79].

While much of the research to date on Facebook Connectivity’s
many and varied approaches to serving the Global South2 turns on
moral claims about whether or not these efforts support or exploit
the promise of Internet access, we develop here a different approach,
one predicated on the commitment that access to a given form of
digital technology necessarily entails an exchange of resources. If,
as Pei and Crooks have argued, access to technology in sites of
structural inequality should be viewed as the simultaneous config-
uration of benefits and costs, then strictly normative assessments
can only provide a partial view of a more complex sociotechnical
phenomenon [53]. To provide a richer analysis, we draw on docu-
ment theory, a set of terms, tools, and empirical methods frequently
associated with documentation studies [14, 20, 40] and adapted
for use in HCI [47, 48]. In a purposeful inversion, we supplement
studies of how access affects users for good or ill with empirical
contextualization of how access situates users in economic and
political relationships.

Our paper makes three contributions: first, building on methods
developed for a previous study of commercial social media [47], we
use HCI-focused tools from document theory (i.e., agent, means,

1See Figure 1 for a history of Facebook’s internet engagements in the Philippines, in-
cluding the launch of Discover’s predecessor, Free Basics. See Table 2 for a comparison
of Free Basics and Discover.
2We use the term Global South to shift focus away from development and cultural
difference and towards recognizing the importance of geopolitical relations. The term
calls for solidarity against hegemonic forces that threaten the autonomy of particular
countries.
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modes, and results) to analyze the rendering onDiscover of themost
popular websites in the Philippines in August of 2020. Based on
this analysis, we argue that Discover’s logic of redaction and form
moderation reproduces the very structural inequality that access
to the Internet frequently claims to ameliorate. Second, we add to
an emerging literature on the importance of the Philippines as a
hub of global informational capitalism, not merely as an emerging
market ready for external investment, but as a testbed for product
development already enmeshed in global networks of labor and
capital. Third, our approach foregrounds political economy in the
methods, theories, and designs of HCI research and so represents
an attempt to “deeply consider computing and its relationship to
the shaping power of the economy" [23].

In the section that follows, we place scholarly responses to Face-
book’s Connectivity efforts—particularly Discover’s immediate pre-
decessor, Free Basics—alongside works that sketch out the contours
of Internet access in the Philippines. We begin our review in the
Philippines, arguing that Facebook has made the country into its
market, testbed, and backroom. We then characterize prior work
focused on Free Basics in a variety of locations, showing how this
research portrays configurations of access as better than nothing,
inadequate, or able to be improved by design.

2 RELATEDWORK
2.1 The Philippines as Facebook’s Market,

Testbed, and Backroom
With a 72.1% internet penetration rate [70] and a highly engaged
audience for digital content [29, 35], the Philippines has been trans-
formed by online connectivity [51]. The internet has connected
the more than 2 million overseas Filipino workers to their families
back home [3, 15] and has enabled a more efficient flow of remit-
tances through online platforms [37, 42]. The Philippines is the
leading offshore destination for business process outsourcing, due
to transnational infrastructures, high literacy, English proficiency,
and cheap labor [5]. High internet penetration and high risk for
natural disasters make the Philippines a hub for digital humanitari-
anism [49, 77]. However, internet connectivity in the Philippines
is slow despite being expensive [43, 59, 76]. A duopoly of telecom-
munication companies, Globe and PLDT (Smart), is seen to inhibit
innovation and efficiency [76] but is aggressive in expanding its
user base through microtransaction models [6, 41]. The majority of
people in the Philippines cannot afford stable broadband or post-
paid mobile contracts [43] from this duopoly, leading 97% of mobile
users to opt instead for pre-paid services that allow them to buy
smaller credits on a per use basis [31].

Facebook enters this digital landscape which features high pene-
tration rates and user activity on an archipelago of uneven, strat-
ified, and precarious access that “consigns users in existing class
positions, cultivates neoliberal subjects, and provides cheap net-
work labour to the global economy” [75]. All of these make the
Philippines “a perfect proving ground for Facebook’s ambitions” [4].
Jackie Chang, product partnerships manager at Facebook, declared
that “the Philippines will serve as a great lighthouse to other devel-
oping nations,” noting the absence of resistance to the company’s
rapid expansion in the country [61].

As of 2020, 96% of internet users in the Philippines have Facebook
accounts with 72.5% of these users exclusively accessing the plat-
form via amobile phone [35]. The company has a higher penetration
rate than the leading television stations in the country [17]. Its ubiq-
uity has led Facebook to be integrated into online pedagogy [8],
utilized to measure and address threats to marine wildlife [2], and
used for coping mechanisms after natural disasters [73] among
others. Its popularity positions Facebook as a key platform shaping
not only social relations but also news and politics in the Philip-
pines. Ong and Cabañes [50] uncover how Facebook, weaponized
by a hierarchized group of political operators, is a key part of the
“architecture of network disinformation” in the Philippines that
sustains the power of the authoritarian president, Rodrigo Duterte.
From fake news to trolls, the “sovereign trickster” [55] utilizes the
platform to sustain his inhumane war on drugs and silence his op-
ponents. Human rights groups and journalists point out that this is
possible because of Facebook’s unprecedented grip on the country.
Facebook acts as the leading purveyor of news and information,
creating an information ecosystem sold to and controlled by the
highest bidder [4].

In addition to being a key market where political operators can
purchase their way, the Philippines has also become a testbed for
Facebook. The company experiments with changes and performs
live A/B testing in the Global South as opposed to testing in wealth-
ier markets like in the United States. From design adjustments to
policy changes, “there’s a peculiar callousness in Facebook using
entire countries as testing grounds” [71] and then only offering
tepid apologies when results prove to be harmful [26]. This puts
whole populations at real risks given their precarity and depen-
dency on Facebook for access and information, as they have no real
recourse against the platform’s decisions [72].

Facebook has also tapped into the Philippines as a source of
cheap labor and a route for expansion, with the country operating
as a backroom for the company [75]. Sarah Roberts [57] makes
visible the exploitative labor practices of commercial content mod-
eration being offshored by Facebook to the Philippines. Facebook
has leveraged its ties with the Duterte administration to secure
authorization to build an undersea cable network that will directly
connect the United States to the Philippines [16]. Both the regime
and Facebook promise that the project will provide faster, wider,
and cheaper internet access to the country. Critics, however, are
wary of its geopolitical ramifications as it enables Facebook’s hold
on the country to tighten [71].

The starting point of any document analysis is the articulation
of the system’s goal [48]. We have argued through our literature
review that Facebook has made the Philippines into its market,
testbed, and backroom. Our study takes this as a starting point in
conducting a document theory analysis of Discover in the Philip-
pines. Discover is a newly deployed and not-yet-studied application
that is positioned by Facebook as the successor to Free Basics (refer
to Figure 1 for a timeline of Facebook Connectivity initiatives in
the Philippines). We review the body of work on Free Basics next.

2.2 Free Basics as a Configuration of Access
Uimone [74] analyzed a corpus of 54 texts produced by Facebook
around Free Basics. The study shows that Free Basics is framed
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Figure 1: Timeline of Facebook Connectivity initiatives in the Philippines.

either as a philanthropic endeavor, a provider of universal benefits,
or a first-step fix to social issues. Several scholars reflect the same
frames in their findings, often invoking free internet access as a
solution to digital divides. Yim et al. [79] claim that Free Basics
facilitates community development by promoting different kinds of
social bonds. Layton and Elaluf-Calderwood argue that users “are
clearly worse off when free data is prohibited or restricted,” [38]. For
example, they posit that health issues could be addressed through
information freely disseminated through Free Basics. Using an
economic model, Joe-Wong et al. [34] predict that cost-sensitive
users would benefit from Free Basics relative to other stakeholders.

On the other hand, Best [9] argues that Free Basics as a “Facebook
on-ramp presents significant privacy concerns," violates network
neutrality principles, and stifles innovation. Bonilla et al. [11] eval-
uate the app in six countries to argue that Free Basics violates net
neutrality principles. They conclude that “the data and content
limitations built into Free Basics are largely artificial,” and “are put
in place in order to increase Facebook’s ability to collect and profit
from user data” [11]. Amidst more wholesale endorsements and
critiques of Free Basics, some researchers are cautiously optimistic
about the potential benefits of this access configuration for devel-
opment even as they point to its technical constraints [62, 63, 67].
Taking into account these constraints and critiques of Free Basics,
designers have sought alternative methods for low-cost internet
provision [21, 56].

Other studies take the perspectives of users who express various
degrees of dissatisfaction. Romanosky and Chetty’s [58] engage-
ments with both users and nonusers showed that while Free Basics
shaped internet usage, participants were confused about the extent
to which the arrangement was free. Gebhart [27], on the other hand,
found that users in Ghana interpreted Free Basics as a promotion for
the telecom company but preferred it less than other types of data
promotions. In South Africa, Phokeer et al. [54] found that users
preferred to pay for the full functionality of applications over using
Free Basics, which lacked pictures and videos. This is echoed by
Zamora’s [80] findings in Brazil and India where users do not settle
for less just because “something is better than nothing.” Finally,

Uy-Tioco [75] situates Free Basics within the Philippines’ socio-
economic class divisions. She argues that low-income Filipinos are
able to participate in some capacity on the internet through appli-
cations like Free Basics, yet the constrained quality of their access
reproduces social stratifications.

While scholars have studied Free Basics, as we have summarized
in our review, its successor Discover remains unstudied. Facebook
claims that the design of Discover has improved upon and addressed
the criticisms we have outlined [10, 18, 81]. Our work, in response,
brings the lens of document theory to analyze such claims. Our
approach frames internet access via Discover as a specific configura-
tion of costs and benefits that situate users in a particular economic
and political relationship.

3 METHODS
3.1 Document Theory in HCI
Our analysis of Facebook Discover utilizes document theory, fol-
lowing the way the framework has been applied to HCI. Drawing
from the field of documentation studies, Olsen et al. [48] propose a
document model for analyzing sociotechnical systems. The model
is grounded in the premise that documents mediate and govern
social relations [14, 25]. Documents, broadly construed, are objects
that signify something [20, 40] and are viewed as “products of
[their] context of creation and, furthermore, as active agents in this
context” [68]. Studying documents and the documentation process
that creates them enable a system’s explicit and implicit goals to
be made visible alongside their underlying logics [48]. Olgado et
al. [47] further developed the model and applied it to HCI research,
showing document theory’s utility in bringing political economy
into our understanding of computing.

In this study, we take as our object of analysis the set of all
websites viewed through the Discover app. Our study follows the
framework laid out by Olsen et al. [48] and operationalized by
Olgado et al. [47] to treat these sites as documents for analysis.
This document model, shown in Figure 2, illustrates how this the-
ory is divided into seven components that describe documentation
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processes and documents holistically. The documentation process
requires agents as creators, a set of tools to be utilized, and a mech-
anism to utilize such tools to form the resulting document. The
document model further points out that agents have motivations
that drive them to produce documents. The means for this docu-
mentation processes is a system of input and output mechanisms
that shape the modality of the document’s use and visibility. The
resulting document is shaped by the interrelationship between the
agents, means, and modes. We are therefore analyzing the agents,
means, and modes that result into the form of websites accessed
through the Discover app.

The last three components of the model — mental configura-
tion, social connection, and physical construction — are outside
the scope of this study. These components comprise the “comple-
mentary analysis” that enable the understanding of documents and
documentation processes in situ [48]. Studying them entails a dif-
ferent set of methodologies which we hope future work will take
on.

Document theory allows us to investigate the political economy
of computing and access arrangements via the artefactual docu-
ment [47]. While this initial study of a recently launched app has
limitations given its nature and timing, we argue for the urgency
of the work precisely because interventions are needed early on.
Document theory provides a framework and index to do this. In
our study, we begin such work by employing the first half of the
document model.

Figure 2: Schematic of the document model, adapted by [47]
from [48], showing how agents, through specific means and
modes, arrive at results in the documentation process.

3.2 Research Questions
Adopting the model’s line of inquiry and the study’s stated scope
and limitations, we sought to answer the following questions and
present our findings accordingly.

(1) Agent: Who is involved in rendering and organizing the
websites as they are viewed on Discover?

(2) Means: What is used to render the websites?
(3) Modes: How are websites organized and made visible on

Discover?
(4) Result: How do the rendered websites look on Discover?

3.3 Data Sampling, Collection, and Analysis
To respond to the research questions laid out above, we analyzed
websites as they appeared on Discover in the Philippines. As Dis-
cover presents websites based on popularity and by category, we
selected the most popular website in each of the 12 categories to
study. We also included the top 10 most popular websites overall.
As some of these sites overlapped, our total sample included 19
sites, summarized in Table 1.

Research collaborators based in the Philippines accessed the se-
lected websites via Discover on Android mobile devices connected
to Smart and Globe networks.We had one researcher from the De La
Salle University’s Center for Complexity and Emerging Technolo-
gies (COMET) Laboratory do a preliminary survey in July 2020. Two
research assistants from the University of the Philippines School
of Library and Information Studies (UP SLIS) then accomplished
the rest of the data gathering in August of the same year. The re-
searchers were first time users of Discover. Researchers verified
that the Discover homepage and a sample of websites appeared the
same on the Smart carrier as they did on Globe.

For each site in the sample, the researchers attempted to ac-
complish the main purpose of the site (e.g. buy something, gain
information, make a bank transaction, etc.). The researchers docu-
mented barriers to their attempts to complete a task, for example,
when search queries failed, or when captcha images were blocked
by Discover’s stripping of images. Screenshots of the landing page
of each of these sites were also collected for analysis. Attempts to
accomplish tasks on websites in Discover resulted in a coding of the
site as functional, semi-functional, or non-functional (see Figure 3).

Screenshots of the landing page of each of these sites were also
collected for analysis. We compiled descriptive statistics to quantify
the extent to which websites’ content was removed by Discover.
We did this by calculating the area of the landing screen of each
app that was occupied by gray boxes which replaced images and
videos removed by Discover (see Figure 6). In addition to this spatial
measure, we counted the number of missing images relative to other
content on the page.

Additionally, we reviewed the press releases and EULAs (end-
user license agreement) surrounding the launch of Discover and its
predecessor, Free Basics. These contributed to our understanding
of the documentation process, particularly the agents and means
involved in the rendering of the websites on Discover. To provide
points of comparison, we also reviewed screenshots and reports
about Free Basics as it appeared in the Philippines in 2017 from an
open-data research report [11].

4 FINDINGS
In the sections that follow, we use the document model described
above to discuss the agent, means, modes, and result of the 19
websites we sampled on Discover.
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Table 1: Websites Included in Sample

Category Website
Coronavirus World Health Organization (WHO)
Business and Finance Bank of the Philippine Islands (BPI)
Education YouTube
Government Department of Education (DepEd)
Health Healthline
Home & Lifestyle Food Panda
Jobs Jobstreet
News Yahoo!
People & Society Jehovah’s Witness (JW)
Shopping Shoppee
Social & Apps Facebook
Sports Sports Interactive Philippines (SPIN Ph)
Popular Kissasian
Popular Instagram
Popular Netflix
Popular Wikipedia
Popular Twitter
Popular Google
Popular Roblox

4.1 Agents: Who is involved in rendering and
organizing the websites as they are viewed
on Discover?

Documents are produced by actors with specific motivations. These
motivations shape the nature of the document and drive the process
of documentation [48]. Documents can be authored by several
actors and so the documentation process can be influenced by
overlapping and at times competing motivations [47]. Identification
of actors can also occur at several levels, from the broader level
of organizations and entities to the micro-level of engineers and
clerical workers. Here, our focus is broadly on the level of entities
and organizations. By analyzing the agents at play in rendering and
organizing the websites as they appear on Discover, we identify
actors involved in this documentation process, their stipulated
motivations, and the dynamics/relations between them. This section
sketches out the agents involved and foreshadows further analysis
that will be detailed in the following sections.

Two agents are most noticeably at play in rendering the website
on Discover: the website creator, who designs the site; and Face-
book, who renders the site on its Discover app. While the website
creators design sites to look a particular way, the end results will
be rendered by Facebook to be “data efficient so that they can be ac-
cessed without data charges” [18]. Although a user will experience
only a single document, the document they are viewing has been
effectively co-authored. Our analysis of the means will identify
how this co-authorship functions and our analysis of the result will
show how the final document is formed differently than what was
intended by the site creator.

Mobile carriers are also involved in this documentation process.
The telco duopoly in the Philippines partnered with Facebook to
offer Discover in the Philippines, stating that they “continue to
share with Facebook the common goal of expanding the digital

lifestyle and make it more inclusive” [60]. Under this articulated
motivation is the telcos’ strategy to “stimulate millions of Filipinos
and introduce them to the internet through Facebook. . . [and find
ways to] get them pay for it and use other services as well” [45]. In
line with these motivations, the telcos have influence over how the
document appears on Discover as our analysis of the means will
show.

Discover also organizes websites into categories based on pop-
ularity as measured by SimilarWeb, a third-party web analytics
company that offers “innovative market intelligence solutions to
empower businesses to make better decisions” [66]. Our discussion
of the modes will delve into these categorizations and how they
influence the shape of the internet as presented by Facebook.

In mapping out the agents at play, the dominant narrative of Face-
book as the only agent in this documentation process is questioned,
as the other agents are made visible. Facebook enters a preexist-
ing arrangement of players with their own set of motivations and
strategies, including the telecom dupoly’s market expansion goals
through extensive use of microtransactions. The articulated motiva-
tions of these agents, such as Facebook’s purported philanthropic
motives, may not necessarily be aligned with the logics and assump-
tions that are made visible through document theory. Our findings
and analysis of the means and the modes will show such tensions,
while the result section will analyze the inconsistent outcomes of
these co-authored documentation processes.

4.2 Means: What is used to render the websites?
Agents use instruments to create the document: these are the means
that enable documentation to happen. The process of documen-
tation, in this case the rendering of the website on Discover, ne-
cessitates a system of input and output technologies and mecha-
nisms [48]. Analyzing these instruments is not only a technical
exercise; it can also make visible underlying logics and politics of
the system and question articulated motivations of the agents [47].

When a user in the Philippines searches for “free basics” on
their mobile device, they are redirected to the Discover homepage.
Discover can also be downloaded directly from the Google Play
store. With Discover, a user can browse the internet with a 10 MB
cap of free data per day. Figure 3 shows the Discover homepage,
which features a built-in Google search bar as well as a listing of
predetermined popular sites based on SimilarWeb’s metrics. A user
could opt to search for any site, using the search bar or by accessing
a search engine of their choice.

The premise of Discover is that browsing can be made free
through the data-efficient version of sites rendered on the app.
Data-efficiency is achieved through not supporting video, audio,
file transfer services, streaming, Flash, and Applets. Facebook’s
description of the support for images is ambiguous and indicates
that the mobile operator has a role in determining the extent to
which images may display when browsing via Discover. Figure 4
illustrates the way this is achieved: browsing through Discover is
routed through a proxy which allows for the carrier to recognize
that browsing is free. Facebook notes that this also allows website
developers to measure the traffic they are reaching through Dis-
cover. Where unsupported content would have appeared, a gray
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Table 2: Comparison of Free Basics and Discover

Free Basics Discover
Limited available sites for free No restrictions on sites that can be visited
No data limit 10 MB daily free data limit
(Modified) websites submitted by creator to Facebook
for approval and inclusion

Sites automatically modified by Facebook, site creator
not involved

Lower quality images, removed JavaScript (so most ads
removed), and many links cannot be followed without
paying [63]

“Video, audio, or certain other data-intensive types of
traffic such as file transfer services” are not supported.
Streaming, Flash, and Applets are not supported. Images
may be not supported or lower quality, depending on
carrier. JavaScript is supported. Responses that are 1MB
or greater will not pass through to the client” [18].

Speed throttled Not tested

Figure 3: Screenshot of the homepage of Discover, featuring
a Google search bar and shortcuts to predetermined popular
sites

box with the text “Use data to see photos” appears instead (see
Figure 7).

Themodel of Discover, which dynamically removes data-intensive
content from any site on the internet, stands in contrast to themodel
of its predecessor, Free Basics. Table 2 summarizes the differences
between the means of Discover and Free Basics. Free Basics offered
a limited set of websites that users could browse for free, with no
restrictions on data or time. In order to have one’s site included on

Free Basics, a developer had to ensure the site followed the data-
efficient technical requirements set by Facebook and then submit
the site to Facebook for approval. According to prior researchers,
Facebook responded within two weeks for their various submis-
sions, and did not make any comments on the content of the site
submitted to be included [63].

By contrasting the means of the documentation process through
which websites are rendered on Discover with the model of Free
Basics, we can see how Facebook attempts to address prior crit-
icisms. The means however still operate within logics of access
through constraints. While Facebook may seem to appease calls
for net neutrality, our analysis of the result will show that this may
not be the case due to uneven redaction of images based on the
discretion of the telcos.

Figure 4: Facebook explains the use of proxies in Discover.
Image by Facebook Connectivity, via "Discover Technical In-
formation" (https://connectivity.fb.com/discover-technical-
information/).

4.3 Modes: How are websites organized and
made visible on Discover?

Mode refers to the dynamics between the agents and how these
agents utilize the means [47]. In the case of Discover, this points to

https://connectivity.fb.com/discover-technical-information/
https://connectivity.fb.com/discover-technical-information/
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the control of how sites are presented and how they are organized.
Unlike Free Basics where sites that can be visited were limited,
Discover enables users to access the entirety of the internet. While
this addresses the walled-garden aspect of net neutrality, a closer
analysis of the mode shows how Facebook still effectively wields
control over: how the internet is presented, who is represented on
the internet, and what portion of the internet becomes visible.

4.3.1 Artificiality of Categorization. While all of the internet is
technically available on Discover, our analysis of the platform found
a total of 72 sites that are prominently made visible on the applica-
tion. They are listed and sorted under 13 categories (see Table 1).
Expanding these categories reveals 21 subcategories containing a
total of 272 websites.

As Bowker and Star have shown, it matters who makes the cat-
egories [13]. The categories on Discover strongly resemble those
used by SimilarWeb, whose popularity rankings are used by Dis-
cover. SimilarWeb categorizes websites using content tags, simi-
larity results, and “a learning set of millions of websites that have
verified category assignments” [65]. While the featuring of sites is
primarily ascribed to SimilarWeb, Facebook asserts they may di-
rectly feature sites on the Discover homepage in the case of “health
and safety resources,” as demonstrated by the Coronavirus category
that appears at the top of the homepage. Facebook also exercises
agency in excluding certain categories of content regardless of their
popularity as in the case of pornography and gambling [24]. For ex-
ample, though SimilarWeb ranks Pornhub as the 5th most popular
website in the Philippines, it is not listed on Discover.

SimilarWeb claims that their engine (and interns) can “accu-
rately classify an unknown website” [65]. Accuracy lends itself
to the idea of an uncontroversial, common truth. However our
findings show that these categorizations lead to some unexpected
results even for very well known websites. For example, the deci-
sion to include Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram under the category
Education is contestable. Under the category of People & Society,
dating sites such as Filipino Cupid are placed alongside Bible Gate-
way, a searchable online bible. When an app commonly used for
hookups like Tinder is placed together with the website of Jeho-
vah’s Witness, their juxtaposition makes visible the artificiality of
the categorization and the agency of the actors involved in making
such classifications.

4.3.2 Valorization through Ranking. Facebook presents popularity
as a neutral way to categorize and choose websites to make visible
on Discover. For each subcategory no more than ten websites are
included and their selection and arrangement are based on Similar-
Web’s proprietary popularity metrics. This categorized and ranked
listing functions as a popularity-based recommendation system.
Research has shown [78] that such systems heavily influence user
behavior through selective exposure that further strengthens bias
towards what is already popular. Only making popular items domi-
nantly visible does not lead to discovery of new items and thus will
ignore diverse user tastes [1]. This creates a self-perpetuating cycle
of what is included and excluded. This popularity-driven process
is value-laden, as it leaves little space and sets a high barrier of
entry for new players to be visible [64]. At the same time, we found
that Discover lists malicious sites such as Tsyndicate.com, a site

to which users who have devices infected with malware are redi-
rected to view intrusive advertisements that can collect data and
can further spread computer viruses. Tsyndicate.com’s popularity is
driven only by the frequency with which users are unintentionally
redirected to the site.

This valorization of some points of view and silencing of oth-
ers [13] through market categories and popularity standards is
further illustrated by the geopolitical makeup of the internet as
presented by Discover. Figure 5 shows that nearly half of the sites
presented on Discover are owned by United States-based entities.
On the other hand, sites owned by Philippine-based entities make
up only 21.7% of what is shown on Discover. An entire 8.8% of
the sites are of undeterminable origin, and many of those sites are
of questionable legality, as they host free access to copyrighted
content. As classifications shape worldviews and social interac-
tions [13], Facebook’s modal decisions and choice to pass such
decisions to third party agents on what is made visible and how
they are made visible are geopolitically value-laden.

Figure 5: Country of ownership of the 272 websites that are
presented on Discover

This exclusionary mode of categorization and ranking, as we
have shown, enables the various agents involved through Discover
to shape the perceived classified functions of the internet, perpetu-
ate the popular (even if it is malware), and assert the primacy of
the US in constituting the internet and informational capitalism.

4.4 Result: How do the rendered websites look
on Discover?

We are interested in how these negotiating agents, constraining
means, and categorizing modes shape the result of this documenta-
tion process— the websites as they are rendered on Discover. While
Facebook claims that all websites are treated equally on their plat-
form [81], it seems this is not the case in practice. Our findings
show that the extent of redaction and consequently the level of
functionality differs greatly across websites.

4.4.1 Redaction and Unequal Rendering. We use the term redac-
tion here to refer to the spatial representation of content that has
been hidden in the rendering of sites through Discover. Facebook
consistently removes all videos, audio, and other types of media
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Table 3: Functionality of sites in our sample

Functional Semi-Functional Non-Functional
Department of Education Bank of the Philippine Islands Food Panda

Facebook Instagram Netflix
Google Kissasian Roblox

Healthline Sports Interactive Philippines Shopee
Jehovah’s Witness Yahoo! Twitter

Jobstreet Youtube
World Health Organization

Figure 6: Percentage of redacted space on the landing screen

mentioned in the means section, but the discretion that is built into
the way Discover operates leaves room for carriers to violate net
neutrality by only showing images on certain sites. On both Globe
and Smart, images on Facebook and Instagram appeared, while most
or all images were redacted from every other site we encountered.
On a few sites, images appeared only for advertisements.

The functionality of sites relies on images to different degrees.
However, functionality is not considered in redaction decisions, nor
is it considered in the selection of featured sites. Figure 6 shows the
percentage of space redacted on the landing screen of each of the
sites in our sample. This space-based analysis illustrates the visual
experience of attempting to access the internet via Discover. One
is met with an array of gray boxes that cover more than a third
of the screen space in 11 out of 19 sites and more than half the
space in 6 out of 19 sites in our sample. The uneven redaction of
sites creates an unequal rendering of the internet, where Facebook
and Instagram have their features nearly intact, while other sites
become broken or difficult to use, as we will discuss in the next
section.

4.4.2 Redaction and Degrees of Functionality. Table 3 summarizes
the degrees of functionality of the websites we analyzed. On a few
sites such as Wikipedia, we found the experience was comparable
to that of browsing the site outside of Discover. Redaction of images
sometimes affected the ability to glean certain types of informa-
tion, but the site was navigable and we could get a good deal of
information from the site. On the other extreme, we found several
sites that were non-functional. Some of these sites relied heavily

on images, including for navigation. Shopee is an example of this,
where we could not navigate the site and it was impossible for us to
accomplish the task of shopping or making a purchase. Many of the
sites we encountered were semi-functional—it was possible for us
to accomplish some tasks, but key functions of the site could not be
completed through Discover. For example, on YouTube, the videos
could not be watched, but the search function still worked and we
could get information about the title and description of the video.
On the website of the Bank of the Philippine Islands, we could not
conduct transactions, but information about branch hours was still
obtainable.

Functionality is primarily affected by the redaction of images.
For example, captcha mechanisms that require users to select or
identify images to prove that they are human did not work (see
Figure 7, center screenshot for an example). Because of this, creating
accounts or recovering passwords were virtually disabled. Besides
image redaction, other underlying systems were also inconsistently
disabled, leading to other dis/non-functionalities. For example, the
search function worked on Youtube and other sites but not on the
Jehovah’s Witness website. When attempting to log in on Roblox
we consistently faced errors, while on sites such as Facebook we did
not encounter login issues. Messaging worked on Facebook but not
on Instagram. On the food delivery app Food Panda, geolocation
services were disabled, making the site nonfunctional.

Our review of the results of this documentation process shows
how uneven redactions lead to varying levels of functionality, pre-
senting a skewed internet that favors some and leaves others behind.
The modal decisions of categorization and ranking by SimilarWeb,
which Facebook employ, do not align with the redaction decisions
of Facebook and the telcos. Here we see how the differing moti-
vations and logics of these various agents lead to a configuration
of access that delivers a constrained version of the internet that,
we will argue, situates the Philippines in perpetual geopolitical
precarity.

5 DISCUSSION
Following our findings, we begin our discussion by proposing that
the combination of Facebook and the telcos’ control of categoriza-
tion and redaction amounts to form moderation. Our discussion
then turns to how Facebook Connectivity is embedded in expand-
ing market colonization. Finally, we consider our findings alongside
a history of market co-option of community economic strategies of
precarious people in the Philippines.
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Figure 7: Screenshots of three sites as viewed through Discover. Left: Netflix was virtually unusable since even the names of
shows were contained in redacted images. Center: Yahoo! was very glitchy and for unknown reasons showed up in Swedish.
The user is unable to complete the captcha without paying for data to see the images. Right: Facebook still shows up with
images included because of the discretion of telecom companies in the Philippines.

5.1 Form Moderation through Categorization
and Redaction

The meaning and functionality of a document is shaped by its con-
tent, context, and form [52]. Form, in document and archival studies,
refers to the appearance and arrangement of content. The form
defines and contains boundaries, and thereby asserts relationships
between entities. These boundaries and relationships shape mean-
ing and enable utility of the document. Applied to this study, form
refers to both how websites are organized and how webpages are
rendered on Discover.

Because form and content are co-constituted, the content of a par-
ticular document takes a different meaning when the document’s
form is restructured. And so while studies have focused on how
content moderation online “shapes social norms and creates conse-
quences for public discourse, cultural production, and the fabric of
society,” [28] we argue that analytical focus should also be directed
towards the politics and impact of form moderation. In the case
of Discover, Facebook serves as a “custodian of the internet” [28]
by also engaging in form moderation through categorization and
redaction of web pages under the guise of free connectivity.

While the entirety of the internet can be accessed through Dis-
cover, the app still asserts a jussive force that is invisibly exclu-
sionary [12]. This is seen in the way Facebook and SimilarWeb as
agents operate modally through market-driven appraisal and ar-
rangement. The acts of categorization and ranking create and assert
genres and micro-genres in service of capital, presented as being

“ostensibly tailored to users but actually designed. . . to keep users
partly satisfied and partly redirected to corporate interests” [69].
The indices that these agents and modalities create function as a
recommender system that governs and shapes the audience prefer-
ence it purports to reflect [7]. The visibility and ease of access to
the popular contribute to the self-perpetuating cycle of invisible
exclusions and the myth of choice. The indices of Discover are as
influential as the content they carry.

Facebook also moderates form on the discrete level of how web
pages, as results of documentation, are rendered on Discover. This
form moderation materializes primarily as redactions. Redaction
differs from content moderation that hides or removes content
due to issues of privacy, security, or appropriateness. Redaction on
Discover, as formmoderation, functions in twoways. In our analysis
of the means, the redaction of objects on web pages is claimed
by Facebook as a technical requirement to deliver free internet.
Redaction is a “black box process that takes place using guidelines
we cannot discern directly; our access is limited to the end product,
the redacted document” [39]. And so, through document theory
we instead make visible the logic and assumptions of that redacted
document. Our findings point out that redaction on Discover is
a mechanism of the market that fully renders some sites while
obscuring others through profit-motivated constraints.
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5.2 Entrenched market colonization
Facebook Connectivity carries market expansionist motives as seen
when they described their initiatives as a “gateway drug” or an
“on-ramp” that leads to further consumption [30]. Our findings on
Discover reveal an easy-to-obtain taste of the internet that encour-
ages and demands spending to fully participate in contemporary
informational capitalism. Nothias [46] draws an instructive par-
allel by comparing Facebook’s free-sample strategy with Nestlé’s
marketing practices in the 1970s for baby formula. This strategy
provided free samples to create a need where there was none before
and to build up a dependency on a new product conceived to be
good.

Facebook works to colonize an untapped precarious market with
Discover by giving free, albeit redacted, samples of the internet.
We found redaction to be a profit-motivated constraint that both
frustrates and teases. Redactions disrupt meaning creation and tit-
illate deductive imagination as the “desire to uncover the invisible”
is conjured [44]. To satisfy this desire or breach this restriction,
the market demands payment. This situates the Philippines as a
consumer, one that is always bereft as the very structural inequal-
ity that access to the Internet frequently claims to ameliorate is
reproduced.

The constraints we found through our document analysis illus-
trate that Uy-Tioco’s [75] argument still stands: that access provided
by Facebook Connectivity initiatives perpetuate class divides, culti-
vate neoliberal subjects, and make cheap labor available to global
actors. While acknowledging the benefits that even low-quality ac-
cess can provide for low-income people toward survival and coping,
she points out that “these products and services are tailor-made for
the precarious; their very existence is thus predicated on the exis-
tence and persistence of deep inequalities in economic and social
life” [75].

Although Discover provides extremely limited benefits of inter-
net connection for free, it nonetheless enforces uneven access, for
it continues to be predicated on the precarity of its users.

5.3 The Logics of Sachet Marketing
The narratives surrounding Facebook’s Connectivity initiatives
frame Facebook as a philanthropic agent that answers a self-declared
moral call to improve “the social infrastructure that is still nascent
in many developing countries” [82]. Our analysis however shows
that rather than providing internet access to an empty and barren
land, Facebook enters preexisting arrangements with which it must
negotiate and contend. In the case of Discover in the Philippines,
Facebook has to negotiate with an existing telecommunications
duopoly and their long-established logic of sachet marketing [6]
and their flawed version of tingi3 economics [41].

Sachet marketing is a strategy to increase market penetration
by “redesigning, packaging, and selling a product or service in a
smaller form, made available at a more affordable price” [6]. This
leads cashflow-constrained consumers to make frequent purchases

3The practice of selling and buying goods on a per use basis, in incremental amounts
less than the smallest market retail packaging. This includes for example selling and
buying a spoonful of sugar for a serving of coffee or a cup of kerosene for a night’s
worth of lamp fuel. Community members will usually bring their own vessel and
repackaging is done on a point-of-sale basis like refilling stations.

as opposed to more cost-efficient bulk alternatives. Sachet market-
ing is a co-opted corporate form of a community retailing service es-
tablished during the Spanish colonial period in the Philippines [19].
Sari-sari stores (a store of assortments) are informal small owner-
operated micro-retail outfits4 that serve the working poor through
tingi economics: accessible, affordable, and flexible payment ar-
rangements that do not pass the cost of margins onto buyers [36].
As Matejowsky [41] argues, sari-sari stores “have emerged as the
defacto food pantries of neighborhoods,” shaping community life
for generations. Corporations looked at sari-sari stores and the
tingi system and drew from them both consumer needs for and
behavior towards micro-sales. While sachet marketing’s delivery of
products seem to be similar to that of the tingi system, the former
operates within consumerist logic while the latter is community-
based. Corporate sachet marketing has been effective in co-opting
tingi culture while setting aside its community aspect5.

The duopoly of telecommunication companies in the Philippines
and Facebook have embraced sachet marketing in their rollout
and delivery of Discover. While these agents have purported to
deliver free access to users, their actions are shown to be driven
by their motivation to expand their markets to precarious users.
Our analysis of means illustrates how Discover redesigns, packages,
and sells internet access in smaller forms like digital sachets. The
last digital frontier market is reached through these digital sachets
that perpetuate precarity. However, the history of sachets as being
co-opted from the sari-sari store reminds us that other possibilities
for configuring access are possible, such as one that could produce
a neighborhood internet pantry that lives up to the promise of
accessibility, affordability, and flexibility.

6 CONCLUSION
In this paper, we have used document theory to systematically ana-
lyze Facebook Connectivity’s recently-launched internet browsing
application, Discover, in the Philippines. We found that Discover
is constituted by a collection of redacted documents that are pro-
duced by negotiating agents, constraining means, and categorizing
modes that operate within and through market logic. We argue that
this profit-driven logic of redaction and form moderation further
extracts from precarious consumers by colonizing new markets,
rather than ameliorating structural inequality. This configuration
of purposefully limited access then situates the Philippines as a
consumer that is always craving for more, enabling Facebook and
other agents to turn the Philippines into their market, testbed, and
backroom. Rather than viewing the forays of large tech companies
into the Global South as philanthropic acts, we argue that these
ventures should be regulated. We direct attention to the particular
need for the consideration of transnational geopolitics in regulat-
ing Facebook and other multinational tech companies. At a smaller
scale, we urge engineers and technologists implicated in technol-
ogy companies’ colonizing actions to mobilize in solidarity with

4Sari-sari store operators buy wholesale products from supermarkets and sell them as
per-need-micro-units prorated according to the suggested retail price. The operator
earns from the wholesale savings through purchasing wholesale rather than from
putting margins passed on to buyers.
5Over 163 million pieces of sachets are sold in the Philippines every day, proof of the
market hold of corporations, the weakening of community provision, and the growing
threat of consumer-driven pollution.
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those affected by the products they design and create, and hold
their employers accountable for the ethical standards they claim to
follow [33].

Though Discover is still in its initial roll-out stages, Dourish et.
al. [22] remind us that the marginalized communities for whom it
is deployed face a continuous state of iteration that causes harm
and is part of a longer engagement across inequality and uneven
power. The launch of Discover, though it may still be in beta, is
part of a longer relationship between Facebook and precarious
populations in the Philippines. The marketing of Discover as a
charitable solution enforces the precarity of low-income users by
creating the image that their problems are being solved by entities
such as Facebook. If Discover is seen as a step in the right direction
over Free Basics, the need for critique is seemingly diminished.

Future work can take on other parts of the document theory
model, which were out of the scope of this study. By studying how
different agents understand the documentation process through
configuration, connection, and construction, [48] future work could
add robustness to the analysis conducted here. Doing a complemen-
tary analysis of documents and documentation processes necessi-
tates methodologies beyond what we employed here. This includes,
for example, analyzing (1) the mental configuration of Discover
users through cognitive task analysis, (2) the social connection
between Filipinos in diaspora using digital ethnomethodology, and
(3) physical construction via comparative material assessments
between Free Basics and Discover. Additionally, engaging with
users of Discover in the Philippines would further provide valuable
insights as to how the result of the documentation process stud-
ied here is interpreted and valued by those who are its purported
beneficiaries.

Like all kinds of research, ICT4D and HCI work are deeply in-
vested in geopolitical relationships. Through document theory, we
join works that bring political economy into frame in social comput-
ing research. Document theory provides a set of tools that moves
research past binaries of good and bad in computing arrangements,
enabling a more specific accounting for what has been produced
by specific sociotechnical configurations. In centering our study in
the Philippines we argue for the country’s importance as a nexus
of global informational capitalism with its own set of actors and
entanglements that speak of the enmeshed global networks of labor
and capital. The history and context of the Philippines inspire our
critiques against sachet marketing. Likewise, an understanding of
the history and culture of the Philippines inspires our vision for
alternatives, including community-based provisions of goods as
exemplified by sari-sari stores and their tingi economics.
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