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Abstract

Within the humanities and social sciences there are a variety of
approaches for the study of the Internet. Through the use of a case study
of the operation of the Internet in The Republic of Croatia during the
1990s, this thesis contributes to a position that regards sociological or

‘culturalist’ concerns as significant as ‘formalist’ concerns.

The thesis is divided into three sections; the first section examines the
socio-political construction of the Internet in contemporary academic and
journalistic discourse. Attention is paid to the following: the broad
theoretical understandings of the relationship of technology and society,
the way in which the Internet is thought to be different from older forms of
mass media, the assumed politicavl potency of the Internet and how such
conceptions are understood in terms of their integration into broader

political perspectives.

The second section deals with the use of the Internet in the Republic of

Croatia during the 1990s. Attention is paid to the history of the Internet in



Croatia and its political use is examined. The degree to which the Internet
functioned as an effective counter to the dominant hegemonic discourse is
found to be negligible when compared to old media that were operating in
-such a fashion. The explanation offered shows how the Internet and other
forms of computer-mediated communication offers forms of
communication that may not be best suited for the debates that were

occurring in Croatia at that time.

The third section explores how media forms are strongly linked to social
forms. The Internet is conceptualised as a media form that is dependent
upon a number of requirements for its full political potential to be made
evident. It is concluded that attention should be placed upon both fhe
interrelatedness of society, media technology and form of action studied,

and the ways in which such concepts are socially constructed.
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Introduction

 Introduction

The power of the Internet to change lives has been understood in many
different ways. There have been numerous predictions as to how daily life
will be transformed and (probably) improved through the use of the
Internet. For example, the Internet has been thought to: invigorate
economic systems,” empower citizens? and even contribute to social and

psychological well-being.’

Such optimistic visions are not peculiar to the Internet as a technology or
of the age in general; numerous predictions have previously been made
as to the enticing possibilities of new technologies. For example, Carolyn
Marvin describes beliefs surrounding the emergence of two technologies
during the early 20™ century: the electric light and the telephone.* Marvin
notes how the telephone was envisioned in multiple ways and attributed
with numerous social consequences. Contemporary discussions
concerning the Internet are in many ways similar. In attempting to deal
with such new technology, answers have been sought as to how the
Internet, a media form that seems so potent and so very different from

previous forms, be understood and studied.

In attempting to understand the Internet, interest comes from a wide range
of sources. In addition to a large amount of popular comment concerning
the Internet, the subject has been of considerable interest to humanities

and social scientific branches of academia. A wide range of theories have
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Introduction

been deployed and developed to make sense of the Internet’s usage and
of the Internet's impact upon society. Within this field three orientations

may be discerned.

An early, though still influential approach emerged from technological
disciplines such as computer science and engineering. This approach is
concerned primarily with technical issues, how the computer operates and
how the user and computér interact. In this perspective, the user is
regarded in a biological or cognitive sense and notions of the social world

are not usually considered.’

Partially in response to this approach, specific registers of knowledge and
epistemological systems drawn from long histories of understanding the
social World have been deployed. For example, social-psychological,®
psychoanalytic,7 and community sociology® have all been used in
attempting to describe on-line activity and the consequences of such
activity for users. These approaches have tended to relate existing
theories directly to on-line communication. Attention is focused upon the
user and the ‘social space’ of communication.® However, in many ways
such approaches ignore the technology, it is regarded as a background

that barely affected the social activity occurring.

A further response contests that new approaches must be developed that

incorporate a notion of the Internet into the theoretical approach rather

11



Introduction

than simply applying existing theories to the Internet. Steve Jones
proposes that ‘simply applying existing theories and methods to the study
of Internet-related phenomena is not a satisfactory way to build our
knowledge of the Internet as a social medium.’"® Instead, Jones contends
that we should develop forms of understanding that accommodate the
unique nature of the Internet.”’ The Internet should be considered a potent
phenomenon, able to transform to the environment in which it is used, and
be factored into theories at the most fundamental of levels. The Internet
should be the central focus and not regarded as being on the periphery —
a passive yet enabling technology. The Internet should be acknowledged

- and recognised in all accounts and the way in which it changes our very
forms of communication and social relationships should be the focus of

study.

However, the issue is complicated further; the nature and way in which a
technology or media such as the Internet is conceptualised is far from
transparent or fixed. There is no single reading of the Internet or eveh of
technology in general. Numerous theories and readings circulate as to
what is meant by technology and how it impacts upon individuals and
society. Indeed, technology has, as Arturo Escobar notes, escaped the
same rigorous examination within the humanities and social sciences that
have been applied to other spheres of human activity and material

production.'? Therefore, moving to questions such as a specific

12


http:production.12
http:Internet.11

Introduction

methodology prior to establishing what it is we are studying (or what we

think we are studying) is problematic.

This thesis contributes to an emerging, sociological and critical
perspective that challenges simplistic readings of the Internet. As Neil
Selwyn and Stephen Gorard propose:

There is clearly a pressing need to step beyond the limitations

of previous analyses of ICT if we are to gain a deeper

understanding....We need to be aware of the social, cultural,

political, economic and technological aspects of ICT — the ‘soft’

as well as the ‘hard’ concerns.®
This perspective challenges uncritical and discrete readings of technology
and society. It is ‘a perspective that avoids drawing a clear technology /
society distinction, and focuses on the social contexts where technologies
and policies are developed, and the ones where they are used.”™ Indeed,
as with Chris Arterton, Sara Bentivegna contends ‘to fully grasp the role
of the new media within the broader communication process...we must put
into context their use within a specific society.’*® Technology cannot be
fully understood when it is detached from its context of use. This
perspective lies broadly within the ‘democratic’ approach to technology
and technological policy making advocated by authors such as Richard

Sclove."”

13
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Such a perspective is further divided into a number of positions
differentiated by the broadness of focus. A number of studies have
deployed in-depth anthropological methods studying micro-usage of the
Internet.’® Similarly, the radical-constructivism of authors such as Christine
Hine,"® draw upon the critical positions on the social construction of
scientific meaning within science and technology developed by Bruno
Latour and Steve Woolgar.? Authors such as James Slevin advocate that
attention should be directed at a broader vista and offer a ‘social systems
theory of the Internet.?’ Attention is focused at the societal level, an
approach that accepts notions of collective understanding and action. It is
at this level that this thesis partly operates. However, it also uses new
evidence not previously published, particularly a case study of the
development and use of the Internet and related technology in the
Republic of Croatia during the 1990s, and utilises concepts drawn from

social theory not previously applied to the study of the Internet.

This thesis concludes by advocating a sociological standpoint for the study
of the Internet. It is proposed that the Internet be regarded as a contingent
or modal form of communication. It should be noted that this use of the
terms ‘mode’, ‘modal’ and ‘modality’ is distinct from a number of other uses
of the terms in media theory. Rather than arguing that the Internetis a
mode or form of communication or cultural transmission — it is proposed
that the Internet has modal quality in relation to its use, it has different

modes of use. As with John Thompson,? it is argued that media, such as

14
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the Internet, are socially contingent means of communicating information.
The Internet is not understood as an a-social channel that passes
information, regardless of the environment in which it is used. However,
Gunther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwen contend that the Internet itself is a
mode of communication.? Similarly, Slevin proposes that it is a modality of
cultural transmission.* Therefore, the use of the term in this thesis is
different. Modal refers to the muitiple ways in which the Internet may be
read, understood and used. Although the Internet may function in certain
ways in some societies, it may not function in that way in all societies. The
Internet may cause change and, as will be noted, may bring about new
ways of acting in a political sense. However, it may not do so in all
societies, its ability to cause change is deeply linked to other aspects of

social life.

Theoretical Paradigm and General Approach

As mentioned previously, there have been numerous attempts to
understand the widespread use of the Internet. Such efforts are far from
homogeneous in origin and come from a wide range of academic and
theoretical traditions. Indeed, the current state of study of the Internet is
reminiscent of the academic discipline of media studies itself; the study of
the Internet now constitutes a field of study rather than an agreed set of
research practices and epistemological truths. Even within sociological

and humanities-orientated studies of the media, a considerable number of
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approaches and traditions have arisen.?® Such competing areas afford a

~ wealth of ways in which to approach a subject and similarly innumerable
opportunities for conflation of terminology and direction. While
acknowledging the equally valid explanatory potency of differing positions
and perspectives, it would prove an impossible task to do justice to all
positions. It is useful, therefore, to declare a general theoretical position
early on in this thesis. The approach adopted here is understood to be
broadly within contemporary sociological areas of concern. It draws
heavily upon developments in social theory by, and in reaction to, Anthony
Giddens and Ulrich Beck. The particular aspect of Giddens’s and Beck’s
work used is one concerned with the process of modernisation and the
maturing of certain societies into ‘late-modern’ forms. Strongly present
throughout this thesis (particularly in the later chapters) is the description
of modernity provided by Giddens and Beck and a general orientation

sympathetic to Giddensian and Beckian sociology.

Interestingly enough, neither Giddens nor Beck have made a systemic
attempt to examine the Internet or even the media in general (though there
have been a number of attempts to build in some aspect of their work into
studies of the media®® and the Internet).?” Instead, Giddens’s and Beck’s
work tends to focus upon the far broader remit of changes in a number of
contemporary Western societies. Specifically, certain aspects of Gidden’s
and Beck’s work has been concerned. with how the individual in ‘late-

modern’ life has undergone changes in the way in which identity is formed.
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Giddens and.Beck contend that the way in which identity is formed is
different in those societies with a ‘late-modern’ social form than those of
preceding modern social forms. A number of factors peculiar to those
societies experiencing a more intensified form of modernity subtly change
the way in which individuals interact with each other and the social world.
Late-modern societies are characterised by an intensification of the
processes of ‘detraditionalisation’ and ‘individualisation.” While such
processes are present in those societies experiencing modernity, they are
felt to a much greater degree in late-modern societies. It is this aspect that

is made use of, particularly in later chapters.

Thesis Structure

This thesis is composed of three sections responding to questions
developed to examine the Internet in a sociological fashion. How is the
Internet understood in contemporary discourse? How has the Internet
been used in a society with a different social form? How should the

Internet be studied?

The first section (chapters one to four) describes how the Internet is
generally understood. This section delineates the general and specific
discussions that surround the Internet and examines how such
discussions operate on a number of levels. Chapter one explores debates

surrounding the relationship of technology to society. Utilising a model
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developed by Andrew Feenberg,? three forms of understanding
technology’s interaction with social life are examined. These
interpretations are all, to some degree, present in contemporary discourse
surrounding the Internet. The recognition that such conflicting traditions
exist — technology is not an absolute truth, but a field of discourse and
conflicting theories — is a position that sociological studies advocate.
Sociological approaches de-centre technology in accounts of the operation

of Internet and replace it with a recognition that technology and society are

inextricably linked.

In spite of this intention to de-centre technology, an account or description
of the Internet is needed. Consequently, chapter two describes how the
Internet is conventionally understood. However, this chapter does not take
the form of a simple description of the operation of the technology, as to
do so reverts to a form of technological essentialism, that the internet
operates in a specific fashion. Instead, chapter two examines the general
and specific understandings of the Internet that inform discussion.
Attention is paid to the way in which the Internet is described in journalism
and academic literature in the humanities and social sciences. It is argued
that within such literature, a distinct belief that the Internet possesses
qualities that distinguish it from older forms of media operates. Therefore
the focus of the chapter is on how a number of perceived features of the
Internet are understood and articulated: interactivity, interpersonal

communication, the user production of disseminable information and the
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individualisation of media content. It is not proposed that such qualities are
‘essentially’ present in Internet technology nor that such qualities actually
distinguish the Internet from previous forms of media, merely that these

are certain perceptions surrounding the Internet.

Chapter three examines the how the Internet is thought to result in new
forms of social association. The unique qualities of the Internet are
believed to enable new patterns of communication between individuals
and between the individual and media producers. These new forms of
association have been understood as imbued with a distinctly political
potential. Of particular note is the understanding that the Internet
contributes to the re-establishment of the public sphere and that it enables
new forms of politics. Consequently, the Internet is thought to be able to
be used ‘anti-systemically.’ This potential has been conceptualised in a
variety of ways ranging from a corrective force acting for the re-
establishment of democratic forums, as a media form that may challenge
the pathologic incursions of state or commerce into public discourse to a

truly radical media affording révolutionary potential.

The Internet is, of course, not the only form of media to have been
envisaged as possessing a potency to affect political life. Forms of mass
media such as underground magazines and ‘pirate’ radio have often been
deployed in a radical fashion. Chapter four examines a number of theories

of alternate media and addresses how the Internet may be understood in
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such a way. Various pluralist understandings of the role of the media are
juxtaposed with more conflict- and critically-oriented conceptions of the
role of the media and the Internet. It is noted that the conception of the
Internet as a form of political media is deeply rooted in Western European

and American models of the media and of politics.

This proposition, that the reading of the Internet as an implicitly political
media form owes much to particular models of politics and the media and
ilustrates a point made by the media theorist John Downing. Downing
argues that the majority of accounts of the media originate in a
disconcertingly small number of ‘laboratories’, namely the USA, the UK
and a few other Western European countries.?® The number of studies
carried out concerning non-Western societies and countries is limited.
When examining the political role that the media and the Internet play in
non-Western societies the number is even smaller. Existing
understandings of the Internet and models of its political role have
emerged from studies in a small number of countries. Downing warns that
to use such a small range of countries to develop theories of the media is
‘both conceptually impoverishing and a peculiarly restricted version of

Eurocentrism.”°

Accordingly, the second section of this thesis (chapters five and six)

describes the use of the Internet in a society that has experienced a

different political history, and even a different experience of modernity, to
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those societies usually studied. Chapter five describes the use of the
Internet in such a non-Western transition society — the Republic of Croatia.
The use of the Internet and a second system of computer-mediated
communication in Croatia is described and their use as an anti-systemic
media form is examined. The degree to which the Internet functioned as
an effective counter to the dominant hegemonic discourse is found to be
negligible when compared to old media that were operating in such a

fashion.

An explanation for why the Internet and computer networking did not
function in the anti-systemic fashion, offering effective opposition to the
dominant system, is examined in chapter six. The explanation offered
shows how the Internet and other forms of computer-mediated
communication offers forms of communication that may not be best suited
for the debates that were occurring in Croatia at that time. Whilst the
Internet is often thought to enable new forms of individualised politics; the
development of new identities and the articulation of counter discourse,
such activities were not the mainstay of Croatian political discourse at that
time. Croatian civil life, being in the middle of a war of independence and
new forms of nationalism, was concerned not with individualised forms of
identity formation but with ‘mass systems.’ Identity was articulated with
regard to those projects that late capitalist societies have been seen to
have moved beyond — nation, and traditional concepts of community and

family.

21



Introduction

The third section of the thesis (chapter seven and the Conclusion) extends
these arguments and develops a more general approach to the study of
the Internet. Chapter seven examines how the form of a society and its
relationship to the processes of social change occurring with modernity
considerable affect the potency of media. This argument uses a
description of modernity, drawn from the work of Anthony Giddens and
Ulrich Beck, and incorporates the idea that a number of late-modern
societies are undergoing a process of individualisation. Individualisation
refers to an increasingly emergent trend, ethos or project within such
societies in which patterns of identity formation increasingly centre upon
the individual and away from traditional social systems. Strikingly, it is in
the societies that most epitomise individualisation that the Internet is most
studied and in which the Internet is seen to offer potential to liberate.
Those societies such as Croatia that do (or did) not place particular
emphasis upon individual identity formation seem to utilize the Internet in a
different fashion. Accordingly, it is proposed that societies with different
societal emphasis upon ideas such as individualism, may use or
encounter technology or media in different ways. The political power of the
Internet, believed to be an implicit aspect of the technology, is only
realised in particular social envirohments. The Internet requires the correct

social conditions for its full political potential to be manifest or evoked.
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In the Conclusion these arguments are developed into a sociological
standpoint for the study of the Interﬁet. This standpoint is founded on two
assertions:

Much contemporary theorising concerning the Internet arises from a
particular reading of the Internet, a reading that owes much to a singularly
Western conception of the role of media and democracy.

The way in which a media functions is deeply linked to the social form of a
society and particularly the experience of the society with the passage of

modernity.

Accordingly, the Internet is not understood as detached from, or
determining of, society and social systems. Instead, media technologies
such as the Internet, are best understood when regarded as deeply tied to
social systems. The potential of the Internet to operate as an enabler of
new forms of politics is contingent upon the social form of the society in
which it is deployed. The Internet is a modal form of communication, it
operates in a certain way when certain conditions occur. Therefore,
methodologically the Internet is best understood by examining the
relationship between the technology (and its social construction), the

society in question and the form of action studied.
The approach of this thesis both acknowledges the cofnmon discourses

that surround the Internet and explores the how use of the Internet needs

to be understood as being deeply interlinked with social life. It is
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sociological as it involves a commitment to placing an understanding of
society and of the social construction of the Internet at the centre of the

field of study.
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and portrayal of certain figures.” (Williams, p.19). This early
representational analysis was understood to be of considerable
importance. It illustrated the links between systems of textual production,
texts and cultural hegemony. Often referred to as ‘Neo-Marxist,’ the
approach was primarily a study of text with little regard for how the
information was received.

The third area Williams identifies is that of research concerned with the
impact of the media. Williams notes how this tradition owes much to
marketing and advertising but also to audience research. Two strands are
discernible: operational studies concerned with commercial research and
critical research, and that of investigating the possible negative impact of a
particular genre or media form. These early traditions were latterly
incorporated into cultural studies, post-Marxist and more recently post-
Structuralist discourse theories.

Chris Newbold, Oliver Boyd-Barrett and Hilde VVan den Buick note the
continued significance of the tri-partite division within media theory. ‘In
broad brush terms, the current complexity of the field can be
accommodated within three of the most significant movements in media
studies.’

Chris Newbold, Oliver Boyd-Barrett and Hilde Van den Buick, The Media
Book (London: Arnold 2002), p.40.

26 Thompson, 1990; John Thompson, Media and Modernity (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1995).

%7 Slevin, 2000.

28 Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology (London: Routledge, 1999);
Andrew Feenberg, What Is Philosophy of Technology? [On-line]. Available
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at: http://www-rohan.sdsu.edu/faculty/feenberg/komaba.htm. (2003).
Viewed 25-07-03.
2° John Downing, Internationalising Media Theory (London: Sage, 1996).

% Downing, 1996, p.xi.
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Chapter 1: Theories of Technology and Society

1) Theories of Technology

Introduction

Underpinning discussions of technology, such as contemporary discourse
surrounding the Internet, are deeply felt, but often unarticulated,
assumptions of how technology and people interact. The relationship
between technology and society, particularly in discussions concerning
new technologies, is often assumed to be of a simple deterministic nature;
the introduction of new technology causes social change. However,
historically other versions of the relationship have been proposed, in some
instances these other ‘readings’ contribute to discussions of how the
Internet is understood. This chapter examines the various interpretations
of the relationship between society and technology that inform

contemporary discourse surrounding the Internet.

The argument that technology causes social change is a position in a
more established debate. David Jay Bolter regards new media theory as
divided into ‘formalist’ approaches — theories that ‘appear to focus on
‘internal’ or even ‘inherent’ characteristics of the media’ — and ‘cuituralist’
approaches — theories that focus on ‘characteristics that are ‘external’ .t
Similarly, and in more detail, Martin Lister, John Dovey, Seth Giddings,
lain Grant and Kieran Kelly propose that a fundamental debate occurs in

accounts of new media concerning ‘the power media and technology have

to determine culture and society.”? Like Bolter, they propose that current
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research falls within two key theoretical positions. These broad positions
are derived from an earlier debate between Marshal McLuhan and
Raymond Williams concerning fundamental assumptions regarding the

potency of technology and communication media.

Lister et al. contend that the work of Marshal McLuhan informs a broad
swathe of theories within the embryonic field of media studies. According
to McLuhan, human history is divided into four distinct, technologically
oriented ‘ages’ or epochs; an oral/primitive age in which the dominant
sense was aural, a literate age in which the visual sense became more
important as visual artefacts rose in significance, a print age during which
the visual sense was dominant, and an electronic age, a multi-sensory
period.® The system of media technology that dominated each age —
auditory, textual, print and electronic — were the ‘prime movers’ in
structuring human interaction and experience of the external world. Of the
various ages, it is the ‘print age’ about which McLuhan has the greatest
reservations, because the sensory lives of individuals were ‘fragmented
and impoverished.” The electronic age offered salvation because it

provided a new, more diverse and multi-sensory environment.

McLuhan develops three key ideas from this broadly quasi-historical
system. Firstly, remediation: the idea that all new forms of media borrow
systems, techniques, styles and social significance from previous forms of

media.® Secondly, the extension of the sensorium: the notion that all
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technologies in some way seek to extend human capabilities and senses.
The extension of senses radically changes experience of the world and,
accordingly, culture.® Thus, developments in technology bring about
changes in cultural form. Thirdly, the notion that ‘the medium is the
message.’ McLuhan proposes that attention should be focused not upon
the content of the media but upon the form in which it is delivered. It is the
form of media rather than its specific content that has the power to
structure relations and human action. New forms of media thus bring

about new forms of interpersonal interaction.

Lister et al. contrast McLuhan’s position with that of Raymond Williams,
whose work later came to dominate the field of media studies. Although
Williams’s attacks on McLuhan’s work led to a decline in.McLuhanite
studies, the advent of the Internet and new media have lead to new
interest in McLuhan'’s ideas. Williams’ key work in this field, Television:
Technology and Cultural Form, is primarily sociological, in contrast to
McLuhan’s spiritual or psychological orientation.” He focuses attention
upon the social conditions of technological and mediatic development and
use. Three key aspects of Williams’ work are of particular interest. Firstly,
in épposition to the McLuhanite position that media technology changes
mankind, Williams proposes that technologies take forward existing
practices: ‘all technologies have been developed and improved to help
with known human practices.”® Secondly, technological development does

not exist in a vacuum, rather it is tied to socially conceived goals; Williams
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proposes a ‘social history’ of technology as opposed to a purely technical
account.’ Thirdly, the speed and direction of technological development is
determined by the specific interest of certain groups; ‘intention
corresponds with the known or desired practices of a particular social
group, and the pace and scale of development will be radically affected by
that group’s specific intentions and its relative strength.’10 Thus, where
McLuhan stresses the import of technology in structuring human life,
Williams proposes that nothing in a particular technology preordains its

use or effects.

Rather than adopting a McLuhanite position and focusing upon the
technology or a Williamsonian position and focusing solely upon society,
what is required is a reading of the relationship betwee.n technology and
society. »Crucial to this is an understanding of the term ‘technology’ and its

relationship to modernity and late-modernity.

However, while affording considerable benefits in terms of simplicity, such
a binary readings of the field cannot account for the varied and wide-
ranging field of new media studies. As recent studies have shown, the
inter-disciplinarity of new media studies precludes theoretical pigeon-
holing. Indeed, Ronald E. Rice, and Frederick Williams argue:
We need not jettison useful communication theories when we
wish to understand the new media..we should take

advantage...of the new media to further specify and modify
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those theories..we may have to not only rethink current
communication theories but, indeed, borrow | from other
disciplines and even construct new concepts and theories."
This recognition of the need for an inter-disciplinarily methodological
approach has proven constructive.'? Additionally, developments in the
social theory of research have resulted in an increased degree of
reflexivity directed at improving methodologies.’® Moreover, much valuable
work has taken place outside of the academy that does not align itself with

either a McLuhanite or Williamsonian theoretical position.™

While agreeing with the notion that antecedent theories and concerns
should be examined, it is contended that a modified account of the
underpinning theories of new media is needed. Instead of attempting to
account for all approaches by drawing upon the work of two theorists,
albeit highly influential ones, it is argued that attention should be focused
upon a wider field of analysis. Furthermore, as John Downing notes, the
vast majority of research on the media has been conducted in the highly
restricted laboratories of the USA and Western European countries.” This
is significant, for as Mikel Hard and Andrew Jamison propdse, cultural
tradition plays a considerable part in conceptions of technology.™ It is
proposed, therefore, that in order to understand the conceptions of
'technology and in particular the Internet, attention should be focused upon
notions of technology within societies in which accounts of the Internet

occur. More specifically, attention should focus upon notions of technology
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and its relation to society within the social and cultural forms of modernity.
Rather than focus uponvsomewhat abstracted concepts drawn from |
McLuhan and Williams, it is proposed that attention should focus upon
general understandings of technology present within modernity and

particularly late-modernity.

Technology

Defining technology is problematic. Technology is commonly understood
to be ‘the study or use of the mechanical arts and applied sciences.’"’
Another more specific definition of technology, and one which emerges
from evolutionary biology and biological and archaeological anthropology,
conceptualises technology as that aspect of action which distinguishes
humans from other forms of life. This is the argument put forward by Stuart
Chase, who, paraphrasing Thomas Carlyle (who was in turn paraphrasing
Benjamin Franklin), states: ‘all authorities agree that man is the tool-using
animal. It sets him off from the rest of the animal kingdom as drastically as
does speech.’* In this view technology is conflated with any form of
artifice, and it is its use that separates humanity, regarded as homo
habilis, from other animals, an argument extended in‘ the work of Mark

Postman who regards language as a technology.'®
A further definition seeks to link technology to its etymological root,

techne, meaning art or craft. Eugene Miller contends that the term

technology emerged first at the turn of the 17" century, referring to
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‘speaking or reasoning about the arts.”? Its meaning gradually changed
~ until ‘technology came to mean the application of scientific principles to the
useful arts, or rather a new way of making and doing whose basis is
experimental or theoretical science.”®' No description of technology is
ideologically neutral and the technological optimism described by Miller is
problematised by Brian Winston. Winston, in a Kuhnian reading of media
technology,?? contends that in its broadest sense technology may be
understood as analogous to the meaning of an utterance within structural
linguistics:
Utterance is, for Saussure, the surface expression of a deep-
seated mental competence. In Chomskyan terms, each
utterance is a performance dependent on this competence. By
analogy, then, communication technologies are also
performances but of a sort of scientific competence.
Technology can be seen as standing in a structural relationship
to science. Technologies are, as it were, utterances of a
scientific language, performances of a scientific competence
(Italics in original.)
Technology is thus distanced from the semantic linkages that tie it to
notions of embodied action and technique. Furthermore, the definition
assumes a socio-historical position wherein technology is understood as
the expression of current scientific paradigms as opposed to the

expression of universal truths.
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The Relationship Between Technology and Society within Modern

Discourse

In proposing a philosophical-anthropological orientation to the study of
technology, Andrew Feenberg contends that within modern discourse the
relationship of technology with society has been conceived of in a number

of different ways.?*

Like Winston, Feenberg is implicitly working within a Kuhnian theoretical
framework. Feenberg proposes an alternate system of understanding of
technology to Lister et al, within which technology is perceived as neither
the expression of universal truths nor the result of linear progress.?
Feenberg argues instead, that like scientific paradigms, discourses of
technological understanding emerge from ‘local’ historical conceptions,
and are interwoven with political and social projects. He asserts that the
development of such an analysis is key to graspiﬁg a sense of
technology’s significance, asking ‘how can one study specific technologies
without a theory of the larger society in which they develop??® The
categories Feehberg identifies offer a richer and more detailed account of
the beliefs undérpinﬁing‘ accounts of technology, and consequently new
media, within modern and late-modern societies. It is to an examination of

these categories that this chapter now turns.
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Instrumentalism

Feenberg states that the classical disciplines of the humanities excluded
science and technology.?” This reached its apotheosis in Alexander
Pope’s famous demand that ‘the proper study of Mankind is Man.?®
According to Feenberg, it is only since the emergence of the discourses of
modernity that accounts of technology became more central. However, as
Langdon Winner notes, these were largely instrumental as technology was
often subsumed under the rubric of economics or politics. This account of
technology persists today, for, as Winner states there is still an open
‘tendency ... to see the matter solely in terms of economics and economic
history.’® In addition to the relegation of technology to a position
subordinate to economics or politics, instrumental accounts of technology
tend to centre on certain unchallenged assumptions. Winner states that:
In the conventional perspective works of technology are more
than certain: they are doubly certain. Since human beings are
both the designers and makers of their creations...they know
exactly how things are put together and how they can be taken
apart...that which men have made they also control. This is
common sense...technical means are by their nature mere
tools subject to the will of whomever employs
them....Technology is essentially neutral. In the conventional
way of thinking, the moral context appropriate to technical

matters is clear. Technology is nothing more than a tool.*
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The instrumental understanding of technology holds that technology is
‘essentially neutral’ and subservient. The idea of the neutrality of
technology presupposes an established position of objective truth, one
that has been discerned through scientific investigation. According to this
idea, technological artefacts are different from cultural artefacts in that
they are purely means-oriented, a position arising out of a view of
technology as essentially progressive. Furthermore, in instrumental
thought, as Feenberg notes, technology ‘appears as purely instrumental,
as value free. It does not respond to inherent purposes, but is merely a

means of serving subjective goals we choose as we wish.”"

However, as Jon Elster suggests, instrumentalist accounts of technology
oscillate between two positions:
First, technological change may be conceived of as a rational,
goal-directed activity as the choice of the best innovation
among a set of feasible changes. Secondly, technical change
may be seen as the cumulative addition of small and largely
random modifications of the production process.*?
| It is these internal contradictions Within instrumentalist accounts of
technology that Kuhnian critiques address. For, as Feenberg argués,
Kuhnian approaches have ‘deconstructed the idea of a universal standard
of rationality capable of transcending particular cultures and ordering them

in a developmental sequence.’™
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instrumentalist readings of technology still circulate widely within the more
scientific disciplines and have proven quite influential in more positivist

approaches to the study of communication.®*

Determinism

Along with the instrumental reading of technology, a second and persistent
understanding of technology is evident within the discourses of modernity.
Broadly referred to as ‘determinist’, this category has as its mainstay a
belief in the potential of technology to bring about social change on a
macro or societal level. Technological determinism has proven a strong
and persistent strand of thought in understanding the role of technology
within modern Western thought even though it seems rarely explicitly
stated. Leo Marx and Merritt Smith contend:

A sense of technology’s power as a crucial agent of change has

a prominent place in the culture of modernity. It belongs to the

body of widely shared tacit knowledge that is more likely to be

acquired by direct experience than by the transmittal of explicit

ideas. ¥
Similarly, Bruce Bimber proposes: ‘Technological determinism seems to
lurk in the shadows of many explanations of the role of technology.”*® With
regards to a general description of technological determinism, Robert
Heilbroner sumerises the argument as follows: ‘Machines make history by
changing the material conditions of human existence. It is largely

machines... that define what it is to live in a certain epoch.”®” Feenberg*®
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contends that such a trend emerged out of notions of progressivism within
the Enlightenment and more specifically an engagement with the
progressivism of Marx*® and even Darwin. In post-Enlightenment
European society, progress came to be broadly equated with an
acknowledgement of technology's power; ‘progressivism had become
technological determinism.”*° This form of understanding has proven
highly persistent and popular. It continues to manifest itself in numerous
formats. For example, one particular and contemporary understanding
equates the deployment of technology with improved social conditions. A
number of populist accounts*' regard the deployment of digital technology
as a necessary precursor to the development of a ‘knowledge economy’ or
‘information society.”*? Several national governments have sought to
rapidly deploy technology in pursuit of economic and social development.
For example, in a statement by the Welsh Assembly detailing its
‘Information and Communication Strategy’ it is contended that:
Many of us are now using computers, mobile phones and the
Internet... These technologies have the potential to transform
society and the economy in Wales; they are already doing so in
many parts of the world. The choices we make now — about
which new technologies we use and, more importantly, how we
use them — are crucial to the future of Wales and will help us to
create a Better Wales!*?
Similarly, the Malaysian government has instigated, and to a degree acted

upon, plans to ‘leapfrog into the Information Age’, developing a
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‘multimedia super corridor’, a region of technological development
incorporating purpose built cities and a university all underpinned by highly

developed technological infrastructure.*

The nature of the transformational power or agency of technology is not,
however, consistent in all understandings of technological determinism.
Marx and Smith contend: ‘The idea of technological determinism takes
several forms, which can be described as occupying places along a
spectrum between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ extremes.’*® Accounts such as those
noted above of the power of technology to manifestly change, alter or
improve a society, usually thought for the better, may be regarded as a
particularly ‘hard’ version of the technological determinist thesis. Specific
technologies are understood to result in definite changes in society.
‘Softer’ versions of technological determinacy may instead integrate
technology into a basket of changes taking place in a society.* ‘Softer’
versions of technological determinacy may appear similar to the
instrumental understanding of technology, where technology is seemingly
demoted to a position in which its change—causing potential is downgraded
to the degree that technology is just another aspect of social life. However,
such a position is distinct from instrumentalism in that technology may still
have some effect, whereas in instrumentalism, technology is simply a
passive background component of the world and not a fore-grounded
active aspect. Furthermore, technological determinism provides an

epistemological view point from which to examine notions of technology;
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Heilbronner contends that ‘Technological determinism gives us a
framework of explication that ties together the background forces of our
civilisation, in which technology looms as an immense presence, with the

foreground problem of the continuously evolving social order in which we

live."*

Bimber challenges this reading and instead proposes that rather than
using notions of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ determinacy, strict technological
Determinacy is only expressed by those adhering to what is termed a
Nomoldgical version.*® Such an approach is characterised by a reference
to ideas of science and nature as orientating the direction of development
and an utter rejection of the social in accounts of technology’s potency.
This reading incorporates two claims: that ‘technological developments
occur according to some given logic, which is not culturally or socially
determined, and that these developments force social adaptation and
change.”® Such dual claims seem to capture the essence of technological
determinism, that development occurs in line with a progressive truth

revealing logic and not a social-determined one.

Substantivism

A range of attitudes broadly termed substantivist challenge the determinist
belief in the neutrality and truth revealing nature of technology.>® As

instrumentalism and determinism are understood to have emerged from
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empiricist and positivist tendencies within Enlightenment thought,
substantivism is understood to have arisen from the distrust of
technology®’ and the reassertion of the ‘natural’ found within Romanticist
discourse.®? Similar to determinist discourse, substantivists contend that
technology can directly intersect with and modify social life. However,
substantivism avoids the utopian and optimistic tendencies that
characterise determinist accounts and instead maintain deep reservations
about technology. Technology is understood to inherently subjugate the
user to systems not initially declared in the operation of technology. Such
a belief reaches its most eloquent form in Martin Heidegger's The
Question Concerning Technology.® Heidegger proposes that technology
is far from the neutral or simply goal-oriented system determinists or
instrumentalists would claim. Rather:

we are delivered over to it in the worst possible way when we

regard it as something neutral; for this conception of it, to which

today we particularly like to do homage, makes us utterly blind

to the essence of technology.**
Technology contains an ‘essence’: Heidegger envisages that technology is
not about achieving goals but about ‘revealing’ or bringing forth thé use of
a resource. However, ‘modern technology’ is fundamentally different from
what Heidegger regards as ancient technology. The form of revealing is
primarily different because of the physics based nature of modern
technology that allows for the ordering of a ‘standing reserve’ at the behest

of humans. This is opposed to the fundamental primacy of natural forces
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in old technology. However, Heidegger regards modern technology as
inherently insidious as humans do not control technology; humans form
part of the system of standing reserve. Humans are ‘enframed’ by
technology and technological systems and lose their freedom through their
incorporation into technological systems. While Heidegger offers a radical
reading of technology it lacks a sociologically ‘critical’ aspect in that ‘fault’
is understood to lie with modern technology as an entity as opposed to the

more critical conflicts and power relations that underpin modernity.

Bruno Latour, develops the idea of the potential of technology to modify
life in a different direction. > Noting that in technology’s fashioning, certain
potentially political possibilities of use are incorporated, Latour, through
the micro-examination of a simple piece of technology, a door closer,
examines the way in which technology can impact upon daily life outside
of macro-political issues. Such an approach is interesting as it seeks to
explore the ways in which technology intersects with human life outside of
the macro-explanatory models used in social and philosophical studies of
technology (particularly those prevalent in deterministic thought). In
concurrence with actor-network theory,56 Latour proposes that through the
use of technology we integrate ourselves into ‘networks’ where both the
technological and human actors must be considered as having agency
(effective if not volitional). Latour examines how we delegate tasks to
technology, the labour-saving device, and how we are in turn regulated by

the technology. Technology, argues Latour, regulates our action through
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our integration with technological systems. We ‘instruct’ technology to
perform the tasks that are too mundane or difficult for normal people.
However, in ‘delegating’ to technology we accept the way in which the
technology will perform the task, that the task will be performed in a
specific fashion. This fashion, way of performance or inscription then sets
the way in which the task is carried out, and coincidentally encodes the
ideological position of the technology’s manufacture into the task, and we
work with this way of doing the task. The possibilities of use in turn fashion

the action around technology.

Substantivist thought also incorporates a spectrum of opinion that links the
subjectifying nature of technology with specific political projects, a
radicalising and politicising of Romatic thought. Technology is
conceptualised as inherently political, Winner contends:
At issue is the claim that machines, structures, and systems of
modern material culture can be accurately judged not only for
their contributions of efficiency and productivity, not merely for
their positive and negative side effects, but also for the ways in
which they can embody specific forms of power and authority.*
At the core of such claims lies a different concepttjalisation of the nature
and understanding of the origin of technological artefacts to that of the
instrumentalists and the determinists. Here, in an engagement with
Kuhnian theory, substantivism explicitly challenges the notion that

technology is a truth-revealing (or revealed) phenomena; contrarily


http:authority.57

Chapter 1: Theories of Technology and Society

technology arises from, and is broadly shaped by, society.*® Substantivists
argue that in terms of production, technology cannot be distinctly
discerned from other forms of cultural production and, as with all forms of
cultural production, technology is inherently stained by the situation of its
material and economic production. Substantivism offers a theory not only
of the effects of technology upon society but also of the effects of society
upon technology. Lars Qvortrup opines that new technology ‘cannot be
properly understood if we persist in treating technology and society as two
independent entities.”™ Technology needs to be understood as a
component of society. Consequently, and most importantly, technology is
in essence determined by the society in which it originates. It is an artefact
of a civilisation and not a progressive quest towards truth. Technology is
not the neutral artefact presumed to be so by instrumentalists and
determinists. For a substantivist, technology is inherently compromised by
its site of production. Herbert Marcuse proposes:
Specific purposes and interests of domination are not foisted
upon technology ‘subsequently’ and from the outside; they
enter the very construction of the technical apparatus.
Technology is always a historical-social project. in it is projected
what a society and its ruling interests intend to do with men and
things. Such a ‘purpose’ of domination is ‘substantive’ and to
this extent belongs to the very form of technical reason.®

(Italics in original.)

47


http:reason.50
http:society.58

Chapter 1: Theories of Technology and Society

It is this critical and dystopian dimension, that technology contains the
insidious ‘will' of its situation of manufacture, that distinguishes
substantivist accounts from the utopian progressive accounts of
technology proffered by determinists. Technology is inherently a
problematic system of control for substantivists, a form of instantiated

power.

Contrasted with the instrumental and determinist interpretations of
technology substantivism offers a highly pessimistic and critical reading of

the further integration of social functions within systems of technology.

Conclusion

The view presented here, of the existence of differing interpretations of
technology’s interaction with society, is of considerable importance. As will
be shown in later chapters, the cultural base of beliefs surrounding the
Internet is rarely acknowledged. However, contemporary discourse
concerning the Internet is underpinned by historic and particular beliefs;
the Internet is understood in a fashion that owes much to existing
interpretations of technology, the media and politics in Western societies.
It will be argued in the following chapters that the Internet is widely
understood to possess a range of characteristics that are not present in
older forms of media. Furthermore, such characteristics afford a means by

which forms of political action may take place. The politics assumed to be
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enabled by the Internet has proven doubly interesting to scholars; first, it
seems to instantiate new opportunities or spaces for public and critical
discourse, a feature understood as absent within older media. Second,
such politics are understood to be of a radical nature, they express
opinions rarely found within mainstream mass media. Such readings draw
from the three traditions summarised above. Technology is regarded as
effective and deterministic to society, and even individuals, as it may allow
for the deployment of contrary opinion through various forms of content
production and dissemination. It is also regarded in an instrumental
fashion, subject to differing political agendas. However, at the same time it
also entails a certain substantively democratic potential, the use of the
Internet is understood to encourage democratic action, (while a
substantive viewpoint is that technology is understood in terms of politics
being encoded within a technology, this version regards the technology as

essentially progressive).

Identifying differing interpretations of the interaction of technology and
society and the conflation of these interpretations in accounts of the
Internet is significant for a number of reasons. Firstly, while differing
opinions did, and still do, exist in the conceptualisation of technology, it
may be problematic to group them into ‘schools of thought’ as has been
done here. However, it should be noted that the collapsing of often-
contradictory traditions into broader fields of argument has been noted as

a feature of modern discourse. The boundaries that divided fields of
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knowledge in preceding eras are understood to break down in conditions
of late or post-modernity. Indeed, Marshall Berman argues that late or
post-modernity is characterised by the collapsing of previously stable
divisions of knowledge and the appearance of new ‘fissures.”®’ Giddens
speaks of ‘scenario-’chinking’,s2 the ways in which we re-conceptualise the
world according to different agendas brought to prominence by the
changes in our onto!ogical frameworks. Our experiences of late-modernity
result in our old categories of thought being merged and blurred. This is
not to say that the previous divisions no longer have relevance, despite
the difficulty in discerning them, they often possess such cultural inertia
that they continue to inflect discourse without being overtly visible. As to
an understanding of the Internet, culturally we might know something but
be unaware of the political orientation and underpinning of such

knowledge.

Secondly, once it is accepted that numerous principles underpin
conceptions of technology then no single reading of a technology or its
effects should be adopted. If multiple and equally valid readings of
technology are possible then the absolute fixed interpretation ofa
technology is challenged. Instead, a reading of a technology must be
regarded as a field of discourse or as a site of contention. Therefore,
rather than studying the actual technology of the internet, attention should

be paid to the social discourses surrounding it. The Internet should be
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regarded as an aspect of social life, narrated through discourse and

conceptions of the world.

Recognising that technologies such as the Internet are known only
through our narrations is highly significant and it is a description of the
Internet in contemporary journalistic, humanities and social scientific

literature to which | will now turn.
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In seeking to challenge the belief of the dichotomy of technology and
society, it is euphorically proposed that ‘...perhaps it's time to reimagine
the scholarl'y enterprise in terms of this new age - terms under which
academics in the humanities and social sciences cannot be the

conservators of stable knowledges that are crystallized in books and belief
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systems, but rather in which the critical importance to human growth and .
fulfilment that the humanities and social sciences provide within the
university structure can drive the institution of higher education to re-
emerge in a form that can carry it beyond the so-called information
revolution, without compromising its mission as conservator of the best of
whatever this brawling, struggling thing we call humanity is or may yet
come to be’

Allucquere Rosanne Stone, The War of Desire and Technology at the
Close of the Mechanical Age (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1995), p.178.

3 Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A guide to Researching
Selves and Others (London: Routledge, 1999) pp.6-17. However, Paul
Jones notes that certain features of McLuhan’s work are still being used
without acknowledging the critique mounted by Williams.

Paul Jones, ‘The Technology is not the Cultural Form?: Raymond
Williams’s Sociological Critique of Marshall McLuhan’, Canadian Journal of
Communication, 23 (4), (1998).

* However, as Bolter (2002, p.78) opines, popular theories often regard
the Formalist McLuhanite proposals of technological determinacy as given
fact.

'S John Downing, Internationalising Media Theory (London: Sage, 1996).
'® Mikael Hard and Andrew Jamison, ‘ Conceptual Framework:
Technology Debates as Appropriation Processes’, in The Intellectual
Appropriation of Technology: Discourses on Modernity 1900-1930, ed. by
Mikael Hard and Andrew Jamison (Cambridge, Massachesetts: MIT Press,
1998), pp.1-15.

"7 R.E. Allen, The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1990) p.1252.

18 Stuart Chase, Men and Machines (New York: Macmillan, 1929) quoted
in The Columbia World of Quotations, [On-line]. Available at:
http://www.bartleby.com/66/34/11434.html. Viewed 24-08-03.
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" Neil Postman, TECHNOPOLY: The Surrender of Culture to Technology
(New York: Vintage Books, 1993).

% Eugene Miller, What Does Technology Mean? [On-line]. Available at:
www.soundscapes.dk/What%20Does%20technology%20mean.doc.
Viewed 25-08-03, p.1.

2" Miller, p.1.

%2 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago:

University Press, 1962), proposed that science was not the steady,
progressive, incremental accumulation of knowledge but instead a
continuous series of stable periods interrupted by bouts of revolutionary
discoveries. In Kuhn's model, science is not a continuing and incremental
body of knowledge; rather it operates in terms of ‘paradigms,’ accepted
bodies of knowledge and explanations. Over time, criticisms build up
against a particular body of knowledge until eventually a scientific
revolution takes place in which a new theoretical interpretation is proposed
and becomes widely accepted. Kuhn's work challenges the essential
progressive notion that science leads towards an eventual truth. ‘We may
have to relinquish the notion, explicit or implicit, that changes of paradigm
carry scientists and those who learn from them closer and closer to the
truth.’ (ltalics in original.) p.170. Instead, we should acknowledge that all
knowledge, including scientific knowledge is relative.

23 Brian Winston, Media Technology and Society A History: From the
Telegraph to the Internet (London: Routledge, 1998) p.3.

24 Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology (London: Routledge, 1999)
pp.1-17; Andrew Feenberg, What Is Philosophy of Technology?, [On-line].
Available at: http://www-rohan.sdsu.edu/faculty/feenberg/komaba.htm,
(2003). Viewed 25-07-03.

25 Broadly understood under the rubric of ‘Critical Theory,’ Feenberg's new
approach to technology advocates the position that while technology

entails specific social values such values do not explicitly close off counter

appropriations or forms of use.
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% Andrew Feenberg, ‘Modernity Theory and Technology Studies:
Reflections on Bridging the Gap’ paper presented at Technology and
Modenrnity conference, University of Twente, November 1999, [On-line].
Available at: http://www-rohan.sdsu.edu/faculty/feenberg/twente.html.
Viewed 20-08-03.

" Feenberg, Questioning, 1999, p1.

Arturo Escobar, ‘Welcome to Cyberia’, Current Anthropology, 35 (3)
(1994), pp. 211-231, makes a similar point though he envisages a change
in this trend with the attention of anthropologist increasingly focusing on
technology as it is disseminated further into everyday life.

28 Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man. As reproduced in Poetical

Works, ed. by H. F. Cary (London: Routledge, 1870), pp.225-226.

Pope was, however, challenging the scientific study of nature.

2% |Langdon Winner, Autonomous Technology: Technics-out -of-Control as
a Theme in Political Thought (Cambridge; Massachussetts, and London:
The MIT Press, 1987), p.2.

3 \Winner, 1987, pp.25-27.

3" Feenberg, 2003, p.3.

32 jon Elster, Explaining Technical Change (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983), p.9.

3 Feenberg, Modemity, 1999, p.2.

% gee, for example Warren Weaver and Claude E. Shannon, The
Mathematical Theory of Communication (Urbana, Illinois: University of
lllinois Press,1963).

35 | oo Marx and Merritt Smith, ‘Introduction’ in Does Technology Drive
History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism, ed. by M.R. Smith
and L. Marx (Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
1996), pp. ix-xv. |

3% Bruce Bimber, ‘Three Faces of Technological Determinism’ in Does

Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism,
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ed. by M.R. Smith and L. Marx (Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 1996), pp.79-100 (p.80).

% Robert Heilbroner, ‘Technological Determinism Revisited’ in Does
Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism,
ed. by M.R. Smith and L. Marx (Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 1996), p.69.

%8 Feenberg, 2003, pp.1-2.

%% A general predilection to technical determinist theory within Marx's work
is not in dispute, Marx contends that ‘in acquiring new productive forces
men change their mode of production, and in changing theif mode of
production they change their way of living—they change all their social
relations. The hand mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam
mill society with the industrial capitalist.’

Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy (Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1955), p.95.

However, the details and conditions of technological development within
Marx’'s thought remain contentious. Jon Elster proposes that ‘Marx
believed, paradoxically, both that technical change was the central fact in
all world history and that it was a phenomenon uniquely characterising
capitalism.’

Jon Elster, Explaining Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1985), p.143.

The use of a technology is specifically tied to material relations, relations
that can only exist within a capitalist framework. However, this seems
contradictory to the central nature of ‘history’ that is essentially
progressive. Elster contends that while such a contradiction is a problem it
is not insurmountable as any theory seeking to offer an overarching theory
of social change will contain contradictions and problems.

0 Feenberg, 2003, pp.1-2.

! See for example, Kevin Kawamoto, Media and Society in the Digital Age

(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2003); Esther Dyson, George Gilder, George
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Keyworth, and Alvin Toffler, Cyberspace and the American Dream: A
Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age, [On-line]. Available at:
http://www.pff.org/position.html (1994). Viewed 12-07-03.

*2 See also, David Lyon, The Information Society: Issues and lllusions
(Massachusetts: Polity Press, 1994).

“* Welsh Assembly Government, Online for a Better Wales, [On-line]

Available at:
http.//www.cymruarlein.wales.gov.uk/ictimportant/ictvision.htm (undated).
Viewed 12-07-03.

* Multimedia Development Corporation, About MSC — Overview, [On-

line]. Available at: http://www.msc.com.my/mdc/msc/default.asp (2000).
Viewed 13-01-03.
5 Marx and Smith, 1996, p.xii.

“8 They may even question the reason for the emergence of technologies

within specific societies. Of particular note are the myriad explanations
offered for the increased pace of innovation that occurred in certain
European countries from the middle of the 18" century onward. Regarding
the plethora of explanations, ideological, religious predilections to certain
work patterns, the development of certain forms of fiscal exchange, Marx
and Smith propose that ‘almost every identifiable attribute of early western
societies has been proposed as the putatively critical factor.’ p.xiii.

" Heilbroner, 1996, p.77.

“8 Bimber, 1996, p.83.

S Bimber, 1996, p.84.

% Feenberg, 2003, p.2.

" Feenberg, 2003, pp.2-3.
52 The focus here upon certain elements of Romantic discourse perhaps

ignores more substantial components of the Romantic Movement and

does it an injustice.
George Poulet, ‘Romanticism’, in The Romantic Movement, ed. by AK.

Thorlby (London: Longmans, 1966) p.40, proffers that at core a Romantic
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is someone who ‘discovers himself as centre.’ This initial disregard of the -
unknowable or unreachable world of objects in favour of the ‘| as subject
constitutes a more significant critique of empirical knowledge than a
seeming distrust for technology. (Poulet, p.40)

*¥ Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, trans. by W.
Lovitt (New York: Harper Torch Books, 1977).

> Heidegger, 1977, p.42.

*® Bruno Latour, ‘Mixing Humans and Nonhumans Together: The
Sociology of a Door Closer, Social Problems, 35 (3) (June 1988), 298-
310.

% The Actor-Network Theory developed out of work by Michael Callon
within the social study of science and technology. It sought to understand
the interaction of individuals within environments. A specific methodology
and range of terms were developed to explore the way in which people
interact with their immediate surroundings. Action is specifically regarded
as being mediated by both other humans (actors) and material and social
artefacts (actants). Understood as a collective, a social and material
environment, composed of actors and actants is understood as a
‘network.’

Michael Callon, ‘Some elements of a Sociology of Translation:
Domestication of the Scallops and the Fishermen of St Brieuc Bay’, in
Power, Action and Belief. A New Sociology of Knowledge? ed. by J.Law
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986) pp.196-233.

Michael Callon, ‘Society in the Making: The Study of Technology as a Tool
for Sociological Analysis’, in The Social Construction of Technological
Systems, ed. by W.E Bijker, T.P.Hughes and T.J.Pinch (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1987) pp.83-103.

Michael Callon, ‘Techno-Economic Networks and Irreversibility’ in A
Sociology of Monsters: Essays on Power, Technology and Domination,
ed. by J.Law (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), pp.132-161.
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Michael Callon, ‘Four Models for the Dynamics of Science’ in Handbook of
Science and Technology Studies, ed. by S. Jasanoff, G.E. Markle, J.C.
Petersen and T.J. Pinch (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1995), pp. 29-63.
Thomas Hughes, ‘The Seamless Web: Technology, Science, et cetera, et
cetera,’” Social Studies of Science 16, (1986), 281-292.
| Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to follow Scientists and Engineers
through Society (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard University
Press, 1987).
Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France (Cambridge, Mass. and
London: Harvard University Press, 1984 [1988]).
John Law, ‘Technology and Heterogeneous Engineering: the Case of the
Portuguese Expansion’ in The Social Construction of Technical Systems:
New Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology, ed. by W.E.
Bjiker, T.P. Hughes, and T.J. Pinch (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987),
pp.111-134.
John Law, ‘Notes on the Theory of Actor-Network: Ordering, Strategy, and
Heterogeneity’, Systems Practice, 5, (1992) 379-393.
John Law, Organizing Modemity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994).
*” Langdon Winner, ‘Do Artifacts have Politics?’ in The Social Shaping of
Technology, ed. by D. MacKenzie and J. Wacjcman (Buckingham: Open
University Press, 1996), pp.28-40, p.28.
- %8 Christopher Freeman, ‘The Case for Technological Determinism’ in
Information Technology: Social Issues — A Reader, ed. by R. Finnigan, G.
Salamam and K. Thompson (London: Hodder Stoughton, 1992), pp. 5-18.
Interestingly, Freeman attempts to deploy paradigmatic theory within a
determinist methodology regarding determinism as flexible enough a
system to accommodate a variety of theories to explain the ‘driving force’
of science and technological development. Determinist theory usually
concurs with progressive écéounts of technological change as either a
goal-oriented direction or an accumulation of minor changes and

improvements upon technology. In both accounts, technological change is
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progressive. Freeman’s paradigmatic account however, proposes that
scientific change may occur in other fashions, though this makes little
difference to determinist arguments.

%9 Lars Qvortrup, The Social Significance of Telematics: An Essay on the
Information Society, trans. by Phillip Edmonds (Philadephia: John
Benjamins, 1984), p.7.

0 Herbert Marcuse, Negations, trans. by J.Shapiro (London: The Penguin
Press, 1969), p.224.

" Marshall Berman, All that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of
Modernity (New York: Penguin, 1982), pp.17-22.

%2 Anthony Giddens, ‘Risk, Trust, Reflexivity’, in Reflexive Modemisation:
Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, ed. by in
U.Beck, A.Giddens and S.Lash (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), pp.184-
197, p.184. ‘

Giddens is referring to the emergence of a risk society out of a societal
form in which notions of chance and fate had been devolved to unearthly
and unknowable entities. In the risk society, chance becomes measurable
and economies emerge to codify and possibly indemnify the individual
from uncertainty. However, greater consideration is also accorded to

instances of manufactured risk.
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2) How the Internet is Understood: Descriptions of the
Internet in Journalism and Academic Literature in the

Humanities and Social Sciences

Introduction

This chapter examines the way in which the Internet has been discussed
in journalistic and social scientific literature. The intention here is to
provide a description of the way in which the Internet has been generally
understood, to chart its socio-historical construction. Anthony Giddens
argues that much contemporary social research is not concerned with
investigating a ‘reality’ beyond the social; ‘but with one which is constituted
or produced by the active doings of subjects.’ Therefore, the intention is
not to provide a factual or technical description of the internet but to

examine the way in which the Internet is popularly understood.

The description of the Internet examined here is drawn from a range of
academic and popular texts broadly within a social scientific and
humanities register. The range of texts consulted is not exhaustive of the
entire body of texts within these fields concerning the Internet. However,
these texts and opinions cited can be considered to be representative of
the general prevailing ideas in circulation, they set out the parameters of

the debate if not all the positions and beliefs in circulation.
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Regarding such a range of texts, running as they do across a number of
genres, as a single body of material is valid in this instance for a number
of reasons. Firstly, the analysis here does not seek to reveal the ‘truth’ of a
particular technology but to map a set of beliefs. It will not be argued that
the Internet is actually as described in the texts but that there are certain
beliefs concerning it. Secondly, in spite of multiple genres being consulted
(both academic and journalistic), in this instance there is little evidence to
suppose that they offer contradictory descriptions of the Internet. While
some degree of contention exists in academic texts, the understanding
described here consists of a broad and, to a large degree, uncontested
view of the Internet. It appears constitutive of a generally agreed
perception of the Internet rather than a vigorous investigation of actual

qualities and technology.

That there is much agreement between academic discourses and more
general comment on the properties of the Internet is not surprising. The
findings of academic research often permeate into contemporary cultural
discourse. Giddens notes how the integration of texts produced within
academic or professional contexts into contemporary cultural life is a
feature of modernity, arguing ‘such writings are part of the reflexivity of
modernity: they serve routinely to organise, and alter, the aspects of social
life they report on or analyse.’ (ltalics in original.) Academic and technical

texts often set the generalerientation and direction of understanding.
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Giddens asserts that ‘such knowledge is not incidental to what is actually

going on, but constitutive of it.”>

Thirdly, while it is argued above that academic knowledge influences
general comment, general comment also influences academic and
technical discourse. As indicated previously, it has been argued that it is
mistaken to regard academic, technical, journalistic and popular cultural
spheres as completely distinct. Technological and academic knowledge
does not emerge from a vacuum but from a cultural sphere of knowledge

of which the academy is a constituent.

With these factors in mind it is argued that there is a distinct description of
the Internet in operation. A key facet of this description is the idea that the
Internet is a media form that possesses certain unique qualities that
distinguish the Internet from previous forms of media communication

technology.

The Internet as Different from Older Media

Prior to entering into a discussion of the assumed qualities of the Internet,
it will prove useful to examine the academic rationale for regarding the
Internet and other forms of new media as different from preceding media.
Merril Morris and Christine Ogan contend that initially the Internet and

other forms of computer-mediated communication were considered a
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technology of interpersonal communication and the study of such was
‘relegated to the domain of other fields.” New media technologies were
considered similar to the telephone and ignored. These arguments reach
their zenith in work such as that of Melvin L. DeFleur and Sandra Ball-
Rokeach who argue ‘even if computer literacy were to become universal,
and even if every household had a personal computer equipped with a
modem, it is difficult to see how a new system of mass communication

could develop from this base.”

A similar, though not as strident a version of this argument, that the
Internet is not a mass media in the traditional sense, is still present though
not often overtly stated in certain areas of research. There is a significant
body of research concerned with various aspects of interpersonal
communication that takes place on-line. Referred to as ‘computer-
mediated communication’, such approaches examine the various ways in
which the technology is used by individuals to communicate and how its
use affects communication.® While offering considerable depth in the
examination of the communication and the communicational practices that
occur, computer-mediated communication approaches often leave
unexamined the enabling technologies. Technology is regarded as
passive, an enabling but un-scrutinised background upon which people

interact.
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Conversely, James Beniger argues that within mass media studies there is
a tradition of studying.the media used to convey messages.’” Furthermore,
there has been considerable discussion as to whether, in addition to the
approaches of computer-mediated communication, the practices of
content, effect and institutional analysis that have informed media studies
can be used as a basis for studying the Internet in a systemic fashion.?
Indeed, as Martin Lister et al.® and Jon Dovey have indicated,’ new

media may be examined under a number of other remits.

Therefore, central to the examination of the Internet as a field of study is
the notion that it is in some way qualitatively different from old media.
Roland Rice and Frederick Williams argue that new media technology,
including, but not limited to, the Internet, spans a traditional divide in the
categorisation of communication technology into systems of interpersonal
and mass media communication.”” New media are considered both a
means of interpersonal one-to-one communication and a means of mass
media. In this interpretation the Internet is worthy of study as it is
understood to possess certain characteristics that distinguish it from
preceding media. The unique qualities of the Internet that enable it to
function as both one-to one media and as mass media are understood to

necessitate a change in approach.
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The Qualities of the Internet and New Media

Listing the various qualities that are understood to set the Internet apart
from other forms of media has been attempted on a number of occasions.
The following texts have been selected for their significance and general
representivness of attitudes towards the Internet and new media. In 1986,
Denis McQuail provided an early summary of these qualities that, in many
ways, set the tone for later accounts. McQuail's work drew upon a range
of predominantly optimistic texts about the (then) predicted digital
revolution and argued that new media were characterised by their:
‘abundance of production and supply, freedom of choice, interactivity, loss
of central control, decentralisation, search and consultation.”'? A further
influential, though more populist, description is provided by Nicholas
Negroponte, who contends that digital technology has four qualities ‘that
will result in its triumph: decentralising, globalising, harmbnising, and
empowering.’"® Lev Manovich, in a text targeted at professionals in the
field of web production, goes further and offers five characteristics of new
media: numerical representation, modularity, automation, variability and
transcoding potential." Manovich also identifies a number of misnomers in
contemporary discussion surrounding new media. He contends that the
much cited quality of interactivity and the requirement of new media to be
digital are not essential descriptors of new media.’® In an introductory text
to the field of Internet and digital media studieé Kevin Kawamoto identifies
ten criteria of digital media.’ Whilst perhaps more descriptive of a set of

social relationships than a media form, Kawamoto’s description along with
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those of McQuail, Negroponte and Manovich seem to point to a general
understanding that new media are regarded as possessing a set of
qualities that are quite unknown or at least unrecognised under old

systems of media.

Of the four accounts mentioned, typical of numerous texts in the field,
McQuail's account offers the most considered analysis, and in seeking to
examine the broad conception of the Internet and it may be useful to
examine his ideas further. McQuail's conception draws on theories posited
by Jan Bordewijk and Ben van Kaam concerning the flow of information
between individuals and media institutions in what they term ‘information
societies.”” Bordewijk and van Kaam developed a model that plotted the
movement of information between ‘information service providers’ and

‘information service consumers.''®

McQuail develops this model and makes effective use of it."® The model
provides a way of categorising forms of media by describing the way in
which information is stored and its dissemination controlled. Two axes are
used. The first axis describes the storage of information and two
possibilities are identified: information is either stored centrally in a distant
location or it is stored by individuals. The second axis concerns the control
over the access to the information — is control held by a central agent or by
individuals? Using these two bisecting axes, four possible positions are

then possible; allocution, where centrally-stored information has its
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distribution controlled by a central agent; consultation, where centrally-
stored information is consulted by users at the user’s discretion;
registration, where access to individually-stored information is controlled
centrally; conversation, where individually-stored information is used at the

behest of individuals.

McQuail argues that for the most part, old media can be understood as
operating in a predominantly allocutive sense (centrally stored information
disseminated at centrally controlled times, such as television broadcasts)
but also to a lesser degree in a consultative sense (centrally stored or
produced, archives of texts for example). In addition to these two patterns,
McQuail argues that new media are best situated within the other two cells
of the model, registrational and conversational. New media and in
particular the Internet are considered potent in that they shift the balance
of power between producers and consumers of media. The remainder of
this chapter will be concerned with mapping and describing the qualities
that are understood to distinguish the Internet from older forms of media.
These qualities are described primarily in journalism and academic texts
from the humanities and social sciences. These perceived qualities are
grouped into four main fields: human-technology interactivity, the
communication between users of the media through the media, the
production and dissemination of content by users, and the individualisation

of content.
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Human-Technology Interactivity

A number of researchers propose that the Internet, 2’ and new media in

general,?’

possess one quality that significantly distinguishes them from
mass communication systems: interactivity. Such a view is not restricted to
the academic community; the innumerable benefits of interactivity have

been well advocated and documented by (and to) the business and arts

community.?

The attribution of interactivity to the Internet stems from the idea that to
some degree the Internet technology allows for systems of control over the
flow of information and over the selection of content presented by the
media.? This quality is regarded as of considerable significance to
researchers in the field, but there is some disagreement concerning the
exact nature of interactivity. Edward Downes and Sally McMillan identify
two distinct traditions shaping research in this area.?* The first tradition
focuses upon ‘interaction in human communication’ and is primarily
concerned with interpersonal communication.?® This is a set of ideas that
will be addressed in more detail below. The second tradition concerns the
interaction of humans with machines and manifests itself most commonly

within the academic discipline of human-computer interaction, H.C.1.
The discipline of human-computer interaction emerged primarily from

‘computer and information science. Ben Schneiderman and Chris Crawford

both assert that the discipline is usually focused upon computers as a
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distinct form of technology from other forms of communications
technology.?® In many accounts, interactivity is regarded as
responsiveness on the part of technology to an action by the user. In an
introductory text Stephen Gorard and Neil Selwyn describe interactivity as
follows: ‘At a broad level, interactivity... gives the user a degree of
influence and control in their use of the program.’?” From this perspective,
interactivity is equated with the notion that some human action or method
of input affects the future presentation of information. Interactivity is
understood as the ability of the media technology to engage in a form of
‘communication’ with the user, over a series of exchanges the technology
modifies its state in direct response to some form of prior input from the
user. Everett Rogers refers to this quality as ‘talk back.”® This phrase
refers to the idea that control of timing, message content, the sequence of
the communication act, and alternative choices are implicit and are
fundamental aspects of interactive media technologies.? In the first of a
series of texts, Crawford proposes that interactivity should be regarded as
a ‘circuit through which the user and computer are apparently in
continuous communication.”® In a later text the same author proposes that
interactivity is fundamentally ‘a cyclic process in which two actors
alternatively listen, think and speak.’31 The terms ‘actor’, ‘listen’, ‘think’ and
‘speak’ are used metaphorically to explain that the interaction between
user and computer is akin to an interaction between two people.
Interactivity is understood by Crawford as the propensity of an ‘actor’ to

respond to previous actions of the other ‘actor,” For example, a web site
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changes the displayed content according to user action, responding and
modifying its presented information according to selections made by the
user. The user is interacting with the media to obtain the information they

are interested in.

The common idea surrounding the idea of interactivity is that it is a quality
of new media that allows the user some opportunity to change the nature
or content of the information presented. In this sense the user is
understood to be in some fashion ‘empowered’, elevated from the
passivity of the existing media consumer. McQuail’s assertion that new
media afford registrational and conversational modes of use is supported

by this view.

Manovich, however, critigues of the idea of interactivity. Manovich initially
contends that interactivity is a redundant term as: ‘to call computer media
'interactive' is meaningless — it simply means stating the most basic fact
about computers.”>? He also contends that interactivity is a particular and
strong discursive strand within Internet studies. Manovich argues that this
fascination is peculiar to theorists from within a Western tradition as they
regard the media as in some way representing the mental state of the
user. A further critique is offered by Nigel Chapman and Jenny Chapman
who maintain that the idea of interactivity may be idealistic. They contend
that human-computer interaction may not be true interactivity as ‘when the

computer’s role is to present choices and respond to them, it cannot be
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said to be keeping up its end of an interaction, while at the same time it
reduces a user’s options for contributing to the intercourse to a few mouse
gestures.”*® Here, there is some similarity with the description of
interactivity defined by Downes and Macmillan, noted previously.34
Human-computer interactivity is not regarded as full interactivity like that
between two people. While a computer or form of new media may be
thought to be interactive, this definition must be differentiated from notions
of communicational interaction. The idea of interpersonal communication

using the Internet will be discussed further.

Geographically Distributed Users Communicating via the Internet

The second distinguishing feature of the Internet also concerns the idea of
interactivity. However, in this description, interactivity refers to
communication between people using the Internet as a medium of
communication. This is noted by Downes and McMillan and is recognised
as a distinct theme in the literature surrounding interactivity.*® Included in
this theme is a conception that users of new media may be widely
distributed geographically, often across national borders. The distributed
nature of users is understood to mean that audiences for certain types of
new media, such as the Internet, are organised in a different fashion to
audiences for more ‘traditional’ media. Geoffrey Nowell-Smith has argued
that traditional media have been understood as bounded by technological
and political restrictions in terms of geography?"3 Philip Napoli, however,

argues that new media audiences are thought to be widely, if thinly,
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distributed.®” The idea of geographically distributed people communicating
using the Internet has received considerable attention in both academic
literature and popular texts. The focus has not only been upon the
understanding of the communicational potential of the media but also on
the consequences of its use or opportunities afforded by its use. The
interpretation of this quality in terms of the Internet's impact on the

formation of political identity will be examined in later chapters.

Much interest in the ability to communicate using the Internet stems from,
and draws heavily upon, psychological and functionalist-oriented
communication studies.® Academic researchers from within these fields
have examined the interpersonal communication idea of interaction within
the framework of computer-mediated communication (the use of computer
networks to enable interpersonal communication).>® Rudy Bretz has
sought to define the concept of interactivity so as to distinguish between
true or unconditional interaction and ‘quasi-interaction.”® True interactivity
is regarded as full, unfettered interaction that makes use of the full range
of senses. Quasi-interaction is that which is restricted in some way by a
limitation of the medium used. In this regard, interactivity is defined not as
a discrete quality that media may in some way possess but instead as a
scaled variable.*' However, technologies such as the Internet are
considered to be ‘richer’ in this regard than older forms of media. Tanjev
Schultz proposes a similar argument, that different forms of interactivity

exist and that certain forms of communication using the Internet are far
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more interactive than others.*? Downes and McMillan propose that
interactivity in computer-mediated communication is based around a set of
variables of which only some are purely technical.*® In a similar vein, Mani
Subramani and Jungpil Hahn argue for a fuller recognition of the situation
in which communication takes place; ‘different social and technical
implementations of electronic communication technologies may afford
different outcomes in terms of patterns of interaction.”** Even with these
points of contention it is fair o say that the Internet is widely regarded as a
media that affords considerable interpersonal communication between

geographically distributed users.

This quality of new media and the Internet, of affording interpersonal
communication, has been widely understood as important. Attention has
focused upon specific forms of interpersonal communicative technology.
Kollock and Smith*® identify these as the following: email and discussion
lists, usenet and bulletin board systems (BBS), text chat, multi-user
domains or dungeons (MUDS), web sites and graphical worlds.*® A rich
vein of research in this area has centred upon the potential for subterfuge,
deceit and game playing that is understood to be possible when using
such systems. The various virtual reality and chat systems are understood
to allow for a ‘cues reduced’ system of communication to take place; the
vast majority of ‘normal’ cues used in face-to-face communication —
physical appearance, voice, gestures and body language are redundant in

these forms of computer-mediated communication. Instead, it is argued
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that the (currently) purely textual nature of such systems means that

information provided to interlocutors is entirely decided by users.

Within academic research this possibility has led to a number of articles
and volumes that have sought to investigate the phenomenon of ‘identity
play’ that takes place in these systems.*” One of the earliest investigated
areas of deceit in interpersonal communications using the Internet is the
presentation of an alternate gender to a user’s ‘normal’ or ‘real world’
gender, the most widely examined examples of this being men
impersonating women.*® The number of texts exploring this issue from an
academic point of view is, however, small when compared to a more
recent manifestation in the popular press of the idea that interlocutors may
hide their ‘true identity’; the belief that the Internet may be used by
predatory pederasts in the ‘grooming’ or recruiting of child victims. Anne
Littlewood records the emerging moral panic over the use of the Internet in
the recruitment of children by paederasts from 1995 through to 1999.%°
Similarly, Mick Wilson notes the moral outrage of the popular press in
response to incidents where children are approached in allegedly safe
environments.?° It is the ability to communicate over distance through
computer networks and the limited form of communication that is thought
to make such activity possible. Such a perception of the availability and
ease of use of a particular aspect of the Internet indicates a widely
accepted belief that the Internet is a medium that allows for interpersonal

interaction.
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The Production and Dissemination of Content by Users

The third perception of the manner in which the Internet is distinct from
older forms of media is that the Internet offers the user the ability to
produce media content that can be easily obtained by other users. The
considerable industries of text and instruction book production,
educational courses and technological provision in the field of web page
production attest to the wide acceptance of this idea. At its core, this

perception contends that certain aspects of Internet technology allow for

the production and publishing of content at little or negligible cost. Gordon

Graham contends:

Compare the Internet with radio and television. Even in these
| days of infinitely many radio and television channels, and

dramatically reduced costs of basic broadcasting, the possibility
of individuals and small groups assembling the resources and
know-how to put themselves or their views on air is still severely
restricted, so restricted in fact that it is a practical impossibility
for most. By contrast, individuals and groups with limited time,
resources and skills can avail themselves of the technology of
the Internet and, literally, present themselves and their
message to the world.”’

Such dissemination of information is a long sought-after quality; it found

early advocacy in the work of Bertolt Brecht, who describes an idealistic

use of the radio.? In 1970 Hans Magnus Enzensberger proposed a similar

use of (then) new media.>® Enzenberger argued that new media would
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. allow for the challenging of existing monopolistic systems of media.®*
Previous systems of media afforded only opportunities of distribution: new
media was understood to allow for production of media content outside of
the media industry by individuals or groups: ‘For the first time in history,
the (new) media are making possible mass participation in a... productive

process.’

David Gauntlet, along with numerous others (The Electronic Freedom
Foundation, for examplef’s), proposes that the Internet in the form of the
world wide web allows for such production.®” The world wide web provides
a system by which content can be produced and disseminated at
considerable ease when compared to content produofion in older media
forms such as television, film or print media. The Internet, and in particular
web technologies, are understood to afford a system of media content
production that lies outside of mainstream industrial media content
production. It is understood that users will be able to reach an audience

using new media to which previously they would have had no access.

In addition to the commercial availability of software technology for the
production of content, there has also been a conscious effort to develop
operating systems and software for hosting, producing and consuming
content that is assumed to be outside of monopolistic control, such as the

t.58

Linux project and Open Source project.”” This concept incorporates the

idea that while user content may be produced outside of the existing
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monopolistic systems of media content production, it is still subject to
some corporate influence in the use of software and hosting systems.
Accordingly, there is a strong and persistent line of argument proposing
the use of non-corporate, subverted, free and shareware software. The
production and dissemination of content by users with little financial and
technological capital has been a foundation upon for the idea that the
Internet is an inherently democratising media form: a theme that shall be

explored in more detail in later chapters.

Individualised Media

The fourth distinguishing feature of the Internet is that it offers a more
personalised form of media content. A chief advocate of this idea,
Negroponte, asserts that the digital nature of data and information passed
by the Internet means that content can be easily and cheaply copied,
distributed and stored.® The Internet is regarded as being far more flexible
than more established media in geographical and temporal terms. It is
proposed that through systems of storage and retrieval the Internet, in
many instances, becomes a medium available upon demand rather than
being available only at specific times (as broadcast media is understood to
be). Furthermore, it is argued that new or digital media content can be
disseminated across great distances and made available in degrees which
old media, based upon physical technology, would find difficult to match.
Negroponte describes the content of new media, such as the Internet, as

composed of ‘bits’ rather than ‘atoms.”®® As the Internet is available
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outside of the restrictive temporal and geographic specificity that binds old
media, it is understood that the amount of content available increases
dramatically. The Internet is understood to make available content that
would be either temporally or geographically inaccessible under systems

of old media distribution.

The greater temporal and geographic flexibility of the Internet, along with
the dramatic increase in the amount availabie when coupled with its
unique human-computer interaction is understood to mean that the
Internet may result in the much touted personalised media®’ or ‘Daily
Me' %2 a long established goal with new media advocates. The ‘Daily Me’
or ‘Personalised Media’ refers to collections of media content collated for
specific users based upon user interest and preferences. Personalisation
is defined as a ‘recurring set of interactions between news provider and
news consumer that permits you to tailor the news to your specific

83 personalised media are understood to allow for users to define

interest.
their own interests; accordingly, the media ‘delivered’ to them will be more
closely targeted to their interests and lacking in redundant information and
stories. According to Joseph Lassica:
Personalization is not just a cool feature of new media — it's
intrinsic to new media. Unlike radio, television or print, the
Internet is the only medium that is inherently personalizable.

Users can be reached simultaneously with one-of-a-kind

messages. The old formula of editors and news directors
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having the lone say in determining what's important has

become an anachronism in cyberspace. The user, after all, is in

the best position to know what he or she finds most interesting,

valuable, useful — or newsworthy.64
Lasica contends that flexibility in time and geography, and the resultant
increase in content when coupled with user control, results in a
technological system that challenges authoritative editorial decisions in the
composition of media. To be able to circumvent the editorial power felt
most strongly in old media is of considerable significance. It is understood
to afford the Internet a potency of anti-systemicism in addition to that
usually attributed to the media. This is a topic that will be explored in more
detail in later chapters. However, a less euphoric interpretation of this
notion of ‘individualisation’ is also found within the literature.
Commentators such as Clifford Stoll®® and academics such as Eszter
Hargattai®® have articulated a more cynical and critical interpretation of the
‘individualised’ nature of the Internet. They have raised the issue that such
systems, particularly web portals, may be operating with biases that
influence the selection of content for users. These biases originate not in
the user's preferences but in the initial programming of the software. Thus,
while the user may set their parameters for the retrieval of information,

further influential systems of content selection operate.
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Conclusion

The above described ideas surrounding the Internet indicate a general
perception that such technologies are different from previously existing
media forms. The consequences of understanding the Internet as
possessing additional qualities results, if McQuail's lead is followed, in new
questions being developed concerning the use of the Internet. Possible
alternative theories and new approaches are thought to be required to
understand the potential of the Internet. To understand the nature of the
approaches needed McQuail's description of the Internet, operating in the
conversational and registrational sense as well as the allocutive and
consultational sense, proves enlightening. Certainly, the Internet can be
considered still to operate extensively in the consultational and to a lesser
degree in the allocutive sense. However, they have also begun to be

understood as operating in the conversational and registrational sense.

The description of the Internet examined here — the notion that it is distinct
from existing media forms in four key areas, interactivity, interpersonal
communication, user production of content and the individuallisation of
media — seemingly allow for it to be understood to operate in the last two
of McQuail's categories of operation, conversational and registrational.
The greatly increased potential for peer level communication, the ability for
users to communicate with one another, and the possibility of centralised

control of information used by individuals, as noted above, result in
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conceptions of use outside of the more traditional understandings of media

use.

The description of the Internet as affording greater degrees of choice and
of de-centred control over content, the ability to disseminate content and

to communicate, all point away from an idea of the manipulatory power of
the media and towards a conception of a media form that affords user
empowerment and new forms of politics. The Internet is widely understood
to possess inherent qualities that allow for new forms of political activity.
This perception proves of key import. It will be shown in later chapters how
this interpretation arises through the conduct of such studies in societies of
a specific social form and how the understanding we have of the Internet
needs to be understood not as universal, but as grounded in political and

social projects.
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3) The Political Potential of the Internet

introduction

There have been numerous accounts and approaches that have sought to
explore the ways in which the Internet intersects with forms of social life.
Various methods and approaches have envisaged the internet as a
dynamic and new area of study. Being regarded as the ‘object’ of study,
rather than an academic discipline in its own right, has resulted in a variety
of means by which the Internet is understood and examined. Moreover, a
considerable number of previously unfashionable approaches are
considered of renewed importance when they are associated with the
Internet and new media. For example, David Gauntlett playfully contends
that media studies had reached a ‘Middle Aged, stodgy period’, and that
the advent of the Internet offered it fresh new directions.’ From a different
field, Kathleen Welch contends that Isocratic rhetoric takes on a new
importance with the advent of the internet and the wide distribution of
computer terminals.? Gordon Graham regards the Internet as an exciting
new area for the application of philosophic enquiry.® David Hakken sees
ethnography as offering a new insight onto the use of the Internet and

other forms of computer mediated communication.*
This chapter examines a further field of study and mode of approach: the

way in which the Internet has been understood in terms of its political

potential. In exploring this area it is contended that any conceptualisation
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of the Internet as a political media incorporates a particular understanding
of the media and political life in general. A number of theorisations of the
way in which the Internet and its integration into a model of the media and
politics is understood will be explored in later chapters. Examining the
Internet in relation to politics serves a further purpose — by integrating
accounts of the Internet and notions of political life it is possible to develop
a socio-historical account of the technology. This involves developing an
understanding of the nature of social life and the way in which such social
life needs to be regarded as a key to understanding the possible ways in

which the Internet is used.

In examining the political potential of the Internet it should be noted that a
variety of traditions of research exist. It has been argued previously that
there seems to be a fundamental, yet problematic, divide in research on
politics and the Internet.® One tradition of research addresses the politics
‘of the Internet. This area concerns itself with, for example issues
surrounding access, the political economies of production and the
governance of the Internet. A second tradition is concerned with politics
‘on’ the Internet; here the emphasis is directed more towards actual
activity occurring on the Internet and of the use of the Internet for
manifestly political reasons. This distinction indicates a problem in much
research upon aspects of political activity and the Internet. The division in
research is symptomatic of a central premise that technologies such as

the Internet are in some way ‘outside’ of society and are in a uni-

93



Chapter 3: The Political Potential of the Internet

directional relationship with social forces. The position adopted on the
central questions regarding the relationship of technology to society plays
a significant role in the way in which politics is understood to intersect with
the Internet and shall furfher receive attention below. The focusing of
research onto both politics of the Internet and that which occurs on-line is
further at fault in that it delineates activity conducted ‘on-line’ from wider
issues, such as access to computer and Internet facilities and the
possession of the intellectual capital that may directly affect on-line
activity. As James Slevin notes, the Internet constitutes a ‘modality of
cultural transmission’,® one of the many ways, or ‘locations’ in which
communication may occur. Communication that takes place on-line should
not be divorced from activity that takes place away from the Internet. While
it may prove opportunistic to divide research into that which is concerned
with ‘on-line activity’ and that which concerns wider social issues of access
and usage, such a distinction should be considered fundamentally flawed.
On-line communication constitutes just one of the many forms through and

by which mediated communication takes place.

This chapter, therefore, will examine the ways in which the perceived
qualities and the general understanding of the Internet have been seen to
result in new forms of association. More particularly, this chapter will be
concerned with how these new forms of association, seemingly enabled
by the Internet, have been understood in terms of their political potential.

The potential afforded to the individual by the Internet to develop a more
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individualistic or personal pattern of media consumption and the possibility
to produce and disseminate media content have been understood to
induce a number of changes in the relationship of media and politics. Of
particular note is the contention that the Internet offers the opportunity to
re-establish the public sphere and to enable new forms of politics. Such
‘new spaces’ brought about by the Internet are understood to be imbued
with a radical potential, and consequently the Internet is understood to be
able to be used in an ‘anti-systemic’ manner. Furthermore, the Internet is
understood to offer the opportunity for the establishment, expression and
deployment of alternative or counter-hegemonic forms of identity. The
actualisation of such dual anti-systemic action has been understood in a
variety of ways. This ranges from a corrective force acting for the re-
establishment of democratic forums, as a challenge to the pathologic
incursions of state or commerce into public discourse, or even to become

a truly radical media affording revolutionary potential.

Therefore, attention here will concentrate upon how the Internet has been
conceptualised in relation to notions of the public sphere and forms of
identity articulation. Discussion will focus initially upon how the new forms
of association brought about by the internet are understood in terms of the
public sphere. Certain criticisms mounted against the notion of the public
sphere have also been utilised in conceptualising how the Internet should

be understood. Additionally, a key theory by John Keane will be examined
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as this model affords a means by which the notion of counter-hegemonic

identity formation may be examined.

Virtual Communities and the Public Sphere

A key facet in the argument surrounding the idea of the Internet and
political activity is that the widespread deployment of the Internet will result
in a shift in power away from the institutional producer and towards the
consumer or user. Dennis McQuail notes how the use of media that
function in a non-allocutory or non-consultory sense may result in differing
patterns in the operation of power.” Media that afford the user control over
the flow of information at point of use and the opportunity to actually
produce publicly consumable media content may resultin a éystem that
operates in a centrifugal fashion, dislodging power from a central position

to outlying regions of civic life.

Such a discourse finds strong resonance in the establishment of ‘virtual
communities’ in the various inter-personal communication systems
possible on the Internet. Virtual communities are often understood as
communities of choice rather than of geographical accident, spaces in
which individuals can choose to communicate on a variety of issues.® Tim
Jordan defines virtual communities as follows:

Communities emerge in cyberspace when a number of users

create avatars that return againi and again to the same

informational space. Individuals may find they are no longer
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alone in cyberspace but have developed relations with a
number of other stable avatars and have.become part of a
virtual community. Virtual communities can be left easily
because someone may choose to go there and so can choose
not to. Virtual communities can be of many different types, from
newsgroup discussions about a limited topic to MUDs that allow
virtual versions of all offline social relations.
Attempts have also been made to offer more specific definitions; Nicolas
Jankowski proffers a historical account of the multiple ways in which
emerging technologies have been understood as possible saviours of
declining forms of community."" Jan Fernback and Brad Thompson
contrast real communities with virtual ones and apply political science
approaches.12 Hakken utilises an ethnographic line of address and seeks
to integrate anthropological theory into accounts of virtual communities.*®
Barry Wellman et al. develop a community-sociology or positivist micro-
sociological approach in their study of virtual communities.” For the most
part however, virtual communities remain an under-theorised concept by
their proponents. In many instances, accounts of virtual communities
revolve around popular-sociological notions such as the demise of ‘real
world’ forms of communities in certain late-capitalist societies or the
decline of ‘values.” Howard Rheingold, for example, utilising an
instrumentalist conception of technology usage proposes, ‘one of the
explanations for the virtual community phenomenon is the hunger for

community that grows in the breasts of people around the world as more
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and more informal public spaces disappear from our real lives.’™ Similarly
Douglas Schuler, with a more technological determinist approach,.
contends that virtual communities ‘can - in concert with other efforts - play
a positive role in rebuilding community by strengthening.... core values."®
The emphasis is very much along liberal progressive lines and perhaps
narrow conceptualisations of communities, core values and ‘positive’ roles.
A more critical account of virtual communities lies in their theorisation

within a model of the public sphere.

Thomas McCarthy has observed that much contemporary interest in the
public sphere arose in response to Jiirgen Habermas’s sociological-
historical account of the ‘emergence, transformation, and disintegration of
the bourgeois public sphere.’’” A central aspect of Habermas's thought
that he has developed in numerous works,'® concerns the emergence
during the late 18™ century of the public sphere, the ‘sphere between civil
society and the state, in which critical public discussion of matters of
general interest was institutionally guaranteed.”’® Habermas proposes that
in early modern life there came into existence new forms of ‘public life,’
This ‘public sphere’ was a reaction to the monopoilistic and absolutist
control of political life by royal courts and involves the convergence of an
emerging bourgeoisie and a section of the aristocracy separating from the
royal court. Such new forms of civil association were, according to
Habermas, to be considered the articulated rational opinions of elite

private citizens. The opinions of such private citizens, when expressed
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through publicly available media such as the printed booklets or in public
spaces, allowed for the formation of a body of ‘public opinion.’ This public
opinion replaced the existing situation in which the ‘ruler’'s power was
merely represented before the people with a sphere in which state
authority was publicly monitored through informed and critical discourse by

the people.’®

In developing this model of the public sphere Habermas proposes a multi-
part account of political life. The first aspect is a ‘system model’ in which
the political system is viewed as governed by the economic and
administrative domains.” Outside of the economic world, a ‘life-world’
based upon transparent rational communication, enables private and
public spheres, spaces of individual and social action. This nrotion of ‘civil
society’, a realm beyond the merely economic, emphasises shared
political effort and social organisation outside of the traditional political
system. The public and private spheres are conceived of as separate from
the economic world. Moreover, incursions of the system’s economic

rationality into the ‘life-world’ sphere are viewed as ‘pathological.”®

Located in an account of French, German and British social and political
history Habermas’s model sees the advent of universal suffrage and mass
political participation resulting in a transformation of the public sphere.
Problems related to the extension of the state into numerous areas of

public life resulted in a crisis for the public sphere and a gradual

99


http:domains.21

Chapter 3: The Political Potential of the Internet

‘refeudalisation’ of social life. Developing further the Adornian inspired
critique of the mass media prevalent within the Frankfurt School, the
growth of mass communication is understood to contribute significantly to
the decline of the bourgeois public sphere. Whereas the embryonic mass
media had initially functioned as a facilitator for the emergence of the
public sphere, the media’s later corralling by commercial and state
interests resulted in their becoming agents of control, and systemically
formulating public opinion for the benefit of an elite minority. Habermas
proposes the solution to this dilemma of the decline of the public sphere
lies in the salvaging of rational discourse and the general cleansing of

society-wide communication pathways.

Habermas'’s work has been subject to substantial criticism and
development. The idea of a sphere of activity separate from other
elements of life proves difficult to substantiate. Nancy Fraser notes the
necessity of the exclusive nature of the public sphere.?® Only through
exclusions of the proletariat, of women and its distinction from popular
culture could the public sphere maintain its claims of rationality.
Furthermore, the ‘logo-centricity’ of the public sphere, its relegation of
other or ‘non-rational’ forms of discourse ensured its exclusive and elitist
membership. Habermas's later, post-1989 work sought to remedy the
inadequacies of his initial model by acknowledging the possibility of a

multiplicity of spheres rather than a singular space:
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Apart from introducing a greater internal differentiation of the
bourgeois public sphere, which by means of a more detail-
orientated focus could also be accommodated within my model,
a different picture emerges if from the very beginning one
admits the coexistence of competing public spheres and takes
account of the dynamics of those processes of communication
that are excluded from the dominant public sphere... the...
structures of communication simultaneously give rise to the
formation of several arenas where, beside the hegemonic
bourgeois public sphere, additional subcultural or class specific
public spheres are constituted on the basis of their own and
initially not easily reconciled premises.?* (ltalics in original.)
While initially Habermas regarded other public spheres, such as the
proletarian public sphere as ‘derivative’,? he later conceded their
potential:
Only after reading Mikhail Bakhtin’s great book Rabelais and
His World, have my eyes become really opened to the inner
dynamics of a plebeian culture. The culture of the common
people apparently was by no means only a backdrop, that is a
passive echo of the dominant culture; it was also the
periodically recurring violent revolt of a counter-project to the
hierarchical world of domination, with its official celebrations

and everyday disciplines.?
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Habermas’s model is firmly within a progressive discourse and seeks to
salvage certain core aspects of the project of modernity that were seen to
have been so badly savaged by 20" century history. However, the debate
surrounding the publication of his work has resulted in a renaissance of
work concerning the notion of the public sphere, public space, the role of

the state in communication and the nature of political discourse.?

The Internet and the Public Sphere

Some of the most marked modifications and adjustments to Habermas's
theories have arisen in response to changes in advanced capitalist
societies since 1989. As mentioned above, Habermas acknowledged
certain problems with his initial description of the pub'[ic sphere and made
a number of modifications to his theory. In addition to the recognition of a
plurality of public spheres, a number of authors have sought to utilise the

notion of the public sphere in examining the Internet.

Mark Poster,?® drawing upon the idea that the Internet allows for direct
interpersonal communication between interlocutors, asserts that the
Internet may afford an opportunity to salvage aspects of the bourgeois
public sphere. Additionally, the decentralised nature of Internet
communication confers upon users a chance to engage in communication
outside of the dominant systems of media hegemony. However,
interpreting critiqgues of Habermas'’s description of‘the public sphere,

Poster retains a degree of critical awareness in promoting the Internet.
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The post-modern subject, Poster asserts, is not the liberal subject of
Habermas's original public sphere but an assemblage of multiple

discursive roles.

A number of other authors have developed a similar notion, though without
the adherence to post-modern theorisation. Michael Dertouzos asserts
that new media such as the Internet will ensure that users of such
technologies ‘are capable of expressing their ideas, of communicating
their apprehensions and requests openly.’?'9 Similarly, Douglas Kellner
notes the operation of the Internet as a place of effective oppositional
action within the American intellectual community.*® The Internet offers
marginalised intellectuals, those denied access té more mainstream forms
of media production, a means by which they may engage in debate.
Lincoln Dalhberg identifies a distinct trend in research related to the
Internet and the public sphere.®' Referred to by Dahlberg as 'deliberative
democracy’, this position, advocated by authors such as Jan Fernback®
and Richard Moore>? amongst others, proposes that the new technologies
offer a means of rectifying the distortions to forms of communications from
intrusive state bodies, and a reassertion of the bourgeois public sphere
and idealised speech communities of early modernity. Similarly, Cathy
Bryan, Roza Tsagarousianou and Damian Tambini précis the arguments
of the ‘Civic Networking Movement’ asserting that:

New media, and particularly computer-mediated

communication, it is hoped, will undo the damage done to
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politics by the old media. Far from the telescreen dystopias,
new media technology hails a rebirth of democratic life. It is
envisaged that new public spheres will open up and that
technologies will permit social actors to find or forge common
political interests. People will actively access information from
an infinite, free virtual library rather than receiving half-digested
‘programing’, and interactive media will institutionalise a right to
reply.®
In another text in the same volume Tsagarousianou mitigates such
euphoric and determinist claims by asserting that local political and
cultural considerations play a key role in the process of technology
enabling political action.®® This is an issue that will be explored more fully
in later chapters. A number of authors continue this progressive reading of
the Internet in relation to counter public spheres, Sinikka Sassi, for
example, describes the potential of alternate political entities, operating
solely through new media technologies, to offer an alternative to troubled
‘real world’ political entities.* Particular communicational technologies
within the Internet have also been identified as being strongly tied to the
re-development of public spheres. Much early work focused upon the use
of Newsgroups in relation to political discussion. For example Sara
Bentivegna examines the use of newsgroups in relation to discussion
concerning Italian politics.®” More recently, attention has moved away from
newsgroups and towards the technologies and practices of web logs

(often abbreviated to the colloquial ‘blogs).>®
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Other authors havé shied away from such direct and progressive linkages
between the Internet and a resurgent public sphere. Anthony Wilhelm
seemingly reasserts the substantivist arguments when he asserts, ‘new
information and communication technologies, as currently designed and
used, pose formidable obstacles to achieving a more just and human

social order.”®

John Keane offers a muitidimensional model drawing upon many of the

criticisms mounted against Habermas's original account.*

Keane
proposes that amongst other changes the development and widespread

deployment of the Internet within Western societies, and less so globally,
has resulted in the emergence of three forms of public sphere operating at
different distances from the individual. Keane uses the term ‘macro-level
to describe communications technologies such as the internet and satellite
broadcasting and media structures such as the pan-national media
organisations. For example, AOL-Time Warner permit a similar media
experience to be shared by tens or hundreds of millions of individuals
across a wide range of societies and cultures. In a similar vein Ulrich Beck
proffers:

We could say people meet every evening around the world at

the village green of television and consume the news. In this

sense, the individual's situation can no longer even be

determined or seen as institutionally dependent on nation
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states. They are part of a globally standardised media

network.*’
Such a contention is also supported by the notion that internet audiences
may be widely yet thinly distributed. Such macro-publics afford the
possible integration into single, ‘public of choice’, geographically-disparate
individuals. Keanes contends that ‘(t)here is a category of users with a ‘net
presence’ who utilize the medium... as citizens who generate
controversies with other members of a far flung ‘imagined community’
about matters of power and principle.*? Keane cites the example of the
Association of Progressive Communications as one such example of a

geographically disparate community.

The second form of public sphere Keane refers to, ‘meso-level’ public
spheres, is a less recent historical phenomenon and consist of publics
typically bounded by political or state boundaries. They also include those
publics unified by a single self-defined notion of culture or ethnicity but
distributed across often bordering states. They may further be notional
minority nations within states. Typically, such publics are served by more
traditional forms of media such as newspapers, a point raised by Harold
Innis.*® Geoffrey Nowell-Smith notes a similar role for state funded or
mixed financed broadcasters.** Such forms of public, enabled by systems
of mass-media, have a significant history and are understood to be of

considerable longevity.
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The third form of public sphere in Keane's model, ‘micro-level’ public
spheres, are understood as those groups operating along new forms of
social allegiance. Alberto Mellucci has described the (relatively) recent
historical genesis of ‘new social movements’ such as the women’s
movement and the green movement.** Mellucci has argued that such
movements indicate a growing retreat from traditional forms of
identification and the emergence of counter-public spheres within existing
more micro-level spheres. Keane argues that the Internet amongst other

technologies, enables such micro-spheres.

An account of virtual communities enabled by the Internet seems to
describe the re-establishment of a public sphere along the lines of both the‘
macro and the micro public spheres that Keane identifies. The Internet
affords action across national boundaries but also amongst small, interest
oriented groupings with alternative methods of identification to that found
in the meso-sphere. As Tamara Viallarreal Ford and Geneve Gil contend,
the Internet permits such spheres as ‘it consists of peoples’ participation in
creating interactive forms of communication that act as a countervailing
force to the one way flows of inherent in commercial media.”® The
interacti\;e and inter-personal potential of the Internet offers considerable
potential for the articulation of identities that lie outside of those forms that

receive the majority of attention in mainstream media, typically offered by

the meso-level Keane identifies.
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The Internet is viewed as having a significant potential in the
establishment of the public sphere on both a micro-and macro-levei.
Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri Prakash note that the formation of such
new spaces is dependent upon the participation of entities separate from
formal state institutions. Such civic organisations will be composed of
‘autonomous, democratic civil society as it expresses itself in organisation
independent of the state and its formal corporate structures,*’ The
Internet is understood to afford an opportunity for new space, a space

separate from formal state sanctioned areas.

Virtual Identities

The new forms of politics, or new spaces enabled by the Internet have
received considerable attention in academic studies. The study of the
articulation of identities within computer-mediated communication has
proven a profitable area of enquiry for researchers. Ananda Mitra’s study
of the ‘South Asian Women's Network’ notes that the Internet enables
communication between members of national and ethnic communities who
live in different regions. * In addition to the obvious ‘link-maintaining’
benefits of such communities, it has been argued that such forums allow
for the continuation of ethnic identities and ethnically-oriented Andersonian
imagined communities.’ For example, Hugh Mackay and Tony Powell
proffer that the Internet is a global technology which ‘...can contribute to a
strengthening of cultural distinctiveness, and despite the placeless of the

Internet, it can serve to reinforce place.*® Similarly, Erica McClure studied
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the use and preservation of endangered languages on the Internet.®® Such
studies have also examined the ways in which digital invocations of
ethnically-centred nations are articulated. These studies examine how
self-defined ethnic groups have sought to deploy themselves in the new
media, for example Ellen Arnold and Darcy Plymire record the Native
American Cherokees' web presence.®’ Similarly Madhavi Mallapragada
explores the ways in which the Internet is integrated into existing
communicative and communal practices within a disaporic community.®? In
all of these accounts the Internet is understood in an ‘empowering’ sense,
offering new opportunities and bringing about a re-establishment or re-
vitalisation of declining forms of community. Poster, in discussing Jewish
identity argues that virtual identity affords an opportunity for the
continuation of forms of identity: ‘The Internet, far from dissolving ethnicity,
enables all Jews, wherever they are on the planet, to connect with one
another. The Internet here is a neutral instrument of community,
connecting pre-established ethnic identities.”” It is interesting to note

Poster's assertion of the instrumental conception of technology here.

Understood in this way, the Internet allows individuals to express a form
of identification when distanced from their (real or imagined) traditional
geographical site of instantiation. Indeed, the widespread use of the
Internet, or more particularly those aspects that afford the development of
such virtual communities, may be understood as occupying a central role

in the establishment and maintenance of such communities. The Internet
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instrumentally affords opportunities and may also be understood to foster,
encourage or even bring about in a deterministic sense, such new

modalities of community.

Piet Bakker notes, however, that many of the communities studied on the
Internet are constituted by individuals located not in the geographical site
of signification, rather, they are often diasporic communities, (or
disenfranchised indigenous communities in the case of the Native
American Cherokees noted earlier). Bakker argues that ‘in most cases the
webmasters...do not live in their regions of birth but in the USA, Sweden,
Denmark, the Netherlands, Germany, Canada.”* Such a phenomenon is
highly significant and will be expanded upon in more detail in later

chapters. -

The Nature of Virtual Communities

In addition to the community-enhancing features of such virtual
communities a number of authors have explored the conservative, and to
a degree anti-progressive, nature of such communities. Far from operating
as a new public sphere, the integration of notions of ethnic or political
difference between participants within virtual communities has been
understood as offering new arenas for the continuation of conflict. Youseff
Ibrahim notes the use of on-line forums for the continuation and extension

of real world conflicts between political combatants in the Middle East.>
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A further critical dimension of the notion of virtual community lies in the
assumed commercial nature of the Internet. A superficially similar set of
concerns to the public sphere, akin to the issues raised by Naomi Klein
concerning the reduction in public space in the face of commercial
pressure, may also arise regarding the commercialisation of Internet.%® In
a substantivist approach, both James Carey®” and Robert McChesney®®
have noted how media initially understood as liberatory are soon
developed into industries and dominated by business logic and large
corporations. Continuing such an analysis, proposing that the Internet is
commodified would appear unproblematic. However, the interaction and
cross ownership of media institutions means that the process of
commodification has become more complex. Heather Menzies proposes a
more elaborate model of commodification.*® She concurs with Vincent
Mosco who has previously argued that the notion of commaodification that
Marx establishes, used widely in political economy, foregrounds ‘corporate
and state structures and institutions.”®® While acknowledging that such an
approach is understandable in the light of the growth of transnational
media companies, Mosco proposes that such accounts fail to pay enough
attention to the less overtly political-economic aspects: the commodity
form of mass media, the commodification of audiences and the
commodification of labour involved in the production of symbolic forms.®’
In light of this more expansive model of the commodification of symbolic

forms made evident by the Internet and digital media, Menzies
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recommends that resistance operate at the ‘level of language and frame of

reference.’®?

Scott Lash and John Urry have argued that the increased and multifaceted
commodification of symbolic forms be attributed to larger changes taking
place in late-modern societies, the emergence of the Internet being
included in such changes.®® However, such changes to the form of the
commodification process cannot then be credited to the advent of the
Internet but to the attendant or incidental transformations occurring in late-

capitalist economies.

Interestingly, such a concern has received scant attention when‘ combared
to the attention conferred in relation to state intervention into the
governance of the Internet within journalistic discourse. Such an emphasis
may be related to the notion of individual, self and society that underpins
the predominantly American conception of the media and democracy, an
issue that will be discussed in later chapters. The predominant liberal,
pluralist model that seems to inform most accounts of the Internet has at
its core a conception of the individual as a primarily economic agent. An
alternative model that draws upon historical European Marxist/Hegelian
notions of alienation regards economic activity as a separate sphere to a
citizen level life world. The individual is first and foremost a citizen or
subject, perhaps of a nation state or other societal level institution, only

latterly when the individual enters the economic world are economic
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aspects of the individual considered. While such a position in relation to
the media occasionally emerges (for example Ignacio Ramet)®* opinion is

generally built upon the American individualist model.

The Counter-public of the Internet

In spite of the reservations noted previously, for the most part the new
forums and means of communication brought into being through the
Internet are not regarded in aé coercive or compromised. Indeed, a
number of qualities previously identified are assumed to allow for a
counter position to the dominant form of belief to be articulated. Downey
and Fenton describe such a position as a counter public and contend that
‘recently... the internet has been hailed aé the saviour of alternative or
radical media and indeed politics, perfectly matched for the widely-
dispersed resistance of culture jammers and radical political protesters by

both theorists and activists.’®®

The Internet is understood to be a media form outside of the dominant
system of media ownership and control. The Internet with its alleged
inherent ability to afford individuals the ability to communicate with one
another is believed to offer opportunities for, and even instigate,

oppositional activity.
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Such is the potency of the Internet as a possible counter-public that its use
segments users from the normal discursive realm of hegemonic media
consumption and situates them in a new and radical environment. Ford
and Gil argue that
People who participate in posting and debating on the Internet
occupy a discursive realm outside of mainstream media. They
may speak freely and still.enjoy a wide audience, a remarkable
opportunity in a world in which information and its means of
distribution are so closely guarded by politicians and corporate
interests.®®
This concepti_on of the Internet is not recent in origin. Hans Magnus
Ezenberger in a comparatively early and prescient paper describéd how
new media had the potential to ‘mobilise’, to disseminate anti-systemic
information to people via systems that were outside of the corporate or
state-owned media.®” Ezenberger was himself developing an idea
proposed by Bertolt Brecht who proposed that by altering radios a form of
direct broadcasting by the masses might be achieved.®® Annabelle
Sreberny-Mohammadi and Ali Mohammadi talk of the revolutionary
potential of ‘small media’, the ways in which non-hegemonistic media
offered the opportunity to articulate discourse that was outside of the
mainstream media.®® They investigate the potential of small media to

mobilise and to motivate people towards revolutionary action. Jim Walch is

t 70

much more explicit in examining the potency of the Internet. '~ He argues

that various groups have, under the auspices of the Association of

114


http:media.69
http:achieved.68
http:media.67
http:interests.66

Chapter 3: The Political Potential of the Internet

Progr_essive Communications, been established to use the Internet and
computer networking technology to communicate outside of the
mainstream forms of communication. The Internet is seen to be offering
alternative channels of (political) communication that can be used to
challenge the orthodoxy of hegemonic discourse. The spread of
computers and the establishment of the Internet ‘opened a door for non-
hegemonistic individuals and groups to counter the consciousness-

creating hegemony of the cultural and informational elites.””"

Conclusion

The Internet has been viewed as a method by which media content may
be produced outside of the dominant system of media production. This
ability is understood to allow for a possible re-invigoration of the public
sphere, a means by which the damage done by the passage through
modernity may be rectified. It is further understood to offer a means by
which forms of identity that lay outside the hegemonic systems of

representation may be articulated.

Such an understanding means that the Internet is regarded as a media
form that is inherently democratic, its use brings forth new forms of action
that were not possible, or at least extremely difficult, in older forms of mass
media. The Internet is viewed as imbued with a democratic, political
potential and while such a quality has also been detected in other media

forms, such as Samizdat’® and other ‘underground’ publications, this
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democratic quality is regarded as intrinsic to the Internet. The Internet is a
media form imagined with a democratic potential at its centre. Such a
‘reading’ of the Internet is possible only because the internet has been
conceptualised within a particular model of media and democracy, an area

examined in the following chapter.
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4) Politics and the Role of the Internet

Introduction

This chapter examines how the accepted descriptions of the Internet,
detailed in the preceding chapters, has been understood through, and
influenced by, systems of political thought. The usual description of the
Internet as distinct from other forms of media and as a politically potent
media emerged within certain theoretical political frameworks and
worldviews. These frameworks incorporate specific political perceptions of
the social world, of the nature of ‘public space’ and of the media. An
acceptance of certain notions of democracy, the public sphere and the
individual underpin or provide the basis from which the Internet has been
examined and understood. Moreover, such frameworks have become
normative in accounts of the use of the Internet, they influence the way in
which the Internet is described and its potential discussed. In the
concluding remarks of the preceding chapter it was noted that the Internet
has often been understood as being used in a radical or contraryksense
and that such a concepﬁon depends upon the acceptance of certain
political assertions. It is the political assumptions surrounding the Internet
that are discussed in this chapter. In order to explore this issue two
contrasting perspectives found within discussions of the Internet will be
described. The first perspective is described as ‘liberal democratic.’ This
is, fundamentally, a category name for pluralist political theories centred

on notions of democracy. Political and academic critiques of positions
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within this perspective have been wide ranging and have been précised

here under a rubric of ‘Critique of Existing Systems.’ Arising from this

critical reading of liberal democratic theories a further perspective may be

discerned, referred to here as ‘radical democratic.’ This perspective is

often used within academic and critical discussions of the mass media and

the Internet.

Conceptualising Perspectives on the Media

In the preceding chapter it was noted how Habermas'’s concept of the

public sphere has been challenged in recent years. John Curran

conceptualised debate on the media and role of the public sphere across

different theoretical perspectives.' He offers the following table as a

description of the key perspectives and understandings of the various

concepts involved.

Liberal Marxist critique | Communist Radical
Democratic
Public Sphere Public space Class |~ Public arena of
domination contest
Political role of the Check on Agency of class | Further societal Representation/
media government control objectives counterpoise

Media system Free market Capitalist Public ownership | Controlied market
Journalistic norm Disinterested Subaltern Didactic Adversarial
Entertainment Distraction/ Opiate Enlightenment Society
gratification communing with
itself
Reform Self-regulation Unreformable Liberalisation Public
intervention

Table 1 — Curran's model of perspectives on the public sphere and the media.”
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Curran’s table describes the ways in which various aspects of the media
and the public sphere have been interpreted by different theoretical
perspectives. There are, however, a number of significant problems with
this description. Notably lacking are critical theories other than Marxism -
the concerns of socialist perspectives, gender theorists, and anti-racist or
post-colonial perspectives are all ignored. Furthermore, there seems only
a partial acknowledgement of the developments in social theory of the

media regarding the introduction of post-Structural theories.

Below is a revised version of Curran’s table.

Liberal Democratic

Critique of Existing
System

Role of media

Fourth estate,
ensuring behaviour
of state.

Opiate, propaganda,
legitimating and
oppressive through
exclusionary and
constructive practices

Public Sphere

Public space, site
for the legitimate
expression of

Bourgeois,
heterosexual, male,
white, discourse,

=

=

Internet

opinion. predominantly
exclusionary of
counter discourse.
Control of media Market /Self Bourgeoisie, male,
regulation heterosexual, white
dominated.
Conception of Small Media

Radical Democratic

-

Often hegemonic and
coercive,

Area of contest

Public service

Radical Media

Table 2 — Revised model of perspectives on the public sphere and the media.

This table differs in a number of respects. Firstly, the topics covered are

revised and reduced in number to four — the first topic is the role of the

‘media and concerns the function of the media in differing models of

society. The second topic is the public sphere and refers to both the

collected opinions of a notional society and notions of opportunities or
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possibilities of political action, commonly understood as ‘political space.’
The third topic is the control of the media and concerns the‘best means to
regulate the ownership, content and control of the media. The fourth topic
is the differing ways in which the Internet is conceptualised and
interpreted. Secondly, the perspectives on the media are revised. The
liberal position is retained and expanded to one termed liberal democratic.
The critical position in Curran’s model is extended to include the socialist,
gender theorist and post-colonial critical positions under the rubric of the
Critique of Existing Systems. (It is, however, acknowledged that grouping
the socialist, gender theory and post-colonial positions together is a
significant reduction and perhaps a gross mis-articulation of their
interests.) As with Curran the table alsd includes a description of radical
democratic stance, a stance that derives from a critical reading of the
media. Included in the Critique of Existing Systems position and the
radical democratic stance are concerns arising from the development of
post-Structural theories, partially inseparable from developments in

socialist, gender, post-Marxist and post-colonial theory.

The Liberal Democratic Perspective

The perspective referred to as liberal democratic is a broad range of
theories that find exemplification not only in pluralist and journalistic
accounts of the role of the media in public life but also within more
conservative accounts.® The co-opting of positions as diverse as American

neo-liberalism, One Nation Conservatism and even more centre-Left
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oriented positions into a single strand of thought may be considered
theoretically lax. However, when juxtaposed against more radical
perspectives there is greater similarity than difference within the positions.
While disagreements over the mechanisms of the means of distribution
(markets versus regulation) distinguish the different political stances in
most Western democracies, such debates mask a basic acceptance of
liberal democratic doctrine of freedom, equality, legal systems of conflict
resolution and acceptance of legal safeguards of private property. Truly
contrary opinions are rarely, if ever, voiced in mainstream political debate
where the vast majority of opinions lie within the remit of liberal democratic

practice.

Liberal democratic positions concur with a general belief that mass media
fulfil a specific role in the operation of democracy. Curran notes that a key
role in the liberal understanding of the media is the media’s ability to ‘act
as a check upon the state.” This is a belief noted by Thomas Carlyle who
proposes the following:
Burke said there were Three Estates in Parliament; but, in the
Reporters' Gallery yonder, there sat a Fourth Estate more
important than they all. It is not a figure of speech, or a witty
saying; it is a literal fact.
Privately owned or independent mass media are understood to function as

a guardian of citizen interest in the oberation of political power, monitoring,
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reporting on and chastising the activities of the political elite in

democracies.

The potency of the press to affect the political process, to safeguard the
interests of citizens in the face of malevolent political power, situates the
media as a vital part of the democratic process. This potency is derived
from ‘Printing, which comes necessarily out of Writing, | say often, is
equivalent to democracy: Invent writing, democracy is inevitable.”® This is
a point developed by John Keane who notes that such a conception of the
media has a long history within Western Europe and the United States.’
Keane also notes how the development of such an ethos is peculiar to

these regions, a point that will be examined in later chapters.

It is worth noting that historic accounts such as Carlyle’s consciously
disregard ideas of social class, such aspects are not considered important
in the individuals' potential to speak to the broader constituency. Carlyle
contends:
Whoever can speak, speaking now to the whole nation,
becomes a power, a branch of government, with inalienable
weight in law-making, in all acts of authority. It matters not what
rank he has, what revenues or garnitures: the requisite thing is
that he have a tongue which others will listen to; this and

nothing more is requisite .
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Social class is not conceptualised as a barrier to expressing one’s opinion
in public. However, the ability to speak in public, to engage in public
debate, seems contrary to the nature of the public sphere described by
Habermas. For Habermas, the historic public sphere was composed of
elite members of society, however the liberal democratic conception
regards the public sphere as the collective opinions of all members of a
society, expressible through mass media. The liberal democratic public
sphere is the totality of communicative space existing in the ‘public’ or
social world. This implicitly incorporates a notion that some aspects of the
social world are not public, but private, a point accepted by Habermas'’s
rationale. Public space in the liberal conception is communication intended
for a non-local audience, communication beyond the ‘personal’. Nancy
Fraser and later Habermas, noted that the public sphere described in
Habermas'’s early work was corﬁposed of members of an elite social
grouping and as such there were numerous individuals outside of this who
were unable to participate.® The public sphere is the sphere of action that
while notionally open to all is in essence exclusionary of those who exist
entirely in the private sphere, it is the world outside of the private, a
‘second space" of action. Furthermore, the public sphere for liberal
democratic theorists provides an arena in which political action may
legitimately take place. Public life is where ‘politics happens’, it is the
space in which contested issues are legally resolved and debates settled.
There is a direct equation between politically legitimate action and that

action which occurs in the public sphere.
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Debates within liberal democratic political positions concerning the
regulation of mass communications media have tended to oscillate
between notions of market freedom, public state regulation and
independent or non-state regulation. The current ascendance of various
flavours of market and self-regulation is by no means a permanent feature
of liberal democratic political discourse and may well be waning.
Additionally, authors such as Jeannette Steemers have argued that the
introduction of various forms of new media may also bring about forms of
change in regulatory practices.® Implicit in all contemporary accounts is a
historic tension between the conception of the freedom of the media
(inclusive of its role of guardian of the interest of citizens) as an irreducible
right, as noted above, and the necessary regulation of the media for
societal benefit. It is movement along this continuum that affords the
articulation of contrary opinions and political positions within a broad

framework.

The Internet as Small Media

As noted above, the public sphere forms the arena in which legitimate
political activity takes place. Accordingly, political action that occurs
outside of the public space is not deemed legitimate and is conceptualised
in a variety of ways such as subversive, traitorous, non-political or even
criminal. The use of various media forms to engage in such illegitimate

political action is viewed as inappropriate. Typically, the use of the media
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to disseminate radical ideas is subject to legal sanction —the lactivity being
designated as criminal or at least a civil offence. Within liberal democratic
systems of thought there are two areas of concern. Firstly, there is
contention as to whether certain content is acceptable as publicly
disseminable within the public sphere or whether certain content
constitutes extra-public or non-sanctioned discourse. Secondly, the nature
of the media used to convey meaning is also contentious. Certain forms of
communicative apparatus are considered legitimate such as state
sanctioned radio and television broadcasts for example, while others are

ilegitimate and non-legal, such as graffiti or pirate radio."

The stringent defence of various communicative practices occurring on the
Internet lies however, not in the claim of presumed legality but in the
resistance to the possible incursions on already legally accepted
communicative practice. The Internet is understood as a legitimate form of
communication and barring the occasional occurrence of illegal content,
content is by default legal in Western democracies. Contention occurs
when attempts are made to intercede and monitor communication
occurring on the Internet. It is the defence of the right to communicate
unhindered against the attempts by the state (imagined or real) that

concerns activists in this field."?

Accordingly, the Internet cannot fully be regarded so much as a truly

radical media form, though it is often regarded as being highly
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unconventional. From this perspective it should instead be regarded as a
form of ‘Small’ media. This is a term derived from Annabelle Sreberny-
Mohammadi and Ali Mohammadi's description of certain media.”® Small
media are the forms of media that exist outside of major commercial media
industries but still exist within the totality of legal systems. Small media are
defined as ‘particpatory, public phenomena, controlled neither by big
states nor big corporations.”* Small media bring attention to:
an autonomous sphere of activity independent of the state, the
popular production of messages, a public coming into being and
voicing its own 'opinion' in opposition to state-orchestrated
voices; to the use of channels and technologies that are readily
accessible and available; and to messages that are in the main
produced and distributed freely as opposed to private/corporate
production for profit or control by state organisations.’
Small media afford the articulatién of contrary discourse, however as
Barrington Moore asserts ‘for any social and moral transformation to get
under way there appears to be one prerequisite that underlies all... social

and cultural space within the prevailing order.’ '®

(Italics in original.)

Small media, such as the Internet, offer an alternate channel for the
articulation of discourse, a channel that while legal and legitimate offers an
apparatus for non-institutional and non-corporate voices. The
characterisation of Small media proposed here means that the Internet is

not truly a radical media but is instead a means by which individuals who
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were excluded from the public sphere and public life are provided with a

method to re-enter it and to add their voice to public life.

Critique of Existing Systems

As noted above, the critique of existing system incorporates a range of
critical positions on the media. Broadly Marxist theories of the media have
been articulated in a number of directions. Early theories, especially those
associated with the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt,
conceptualised the media, and particularly its systemic production within
the ‘Culture Industry’, as contributory to the imposition of a conservative,
anti-revolutionary culture upon a largely passive proletariat. Such a point
of view is particularly evident in the work of authors such as Theodor
Adorno"” and Herbert Marcuse.'® This approach has more recently
received advocacy in the work of authors including Graham Murdock and
Peter Golding in a number of pieces.’ This interpretation regards the
media as directly subordinate to the political and economic base structure.
The Althusserarian critique of the ideational function of the media brought
greater focus onto the importance of~the media and its influence on society
rather than it being regarded as purely subordinate to economic
structures.? This conception of the media and cultural life in general was
further developed within Gramscian theory to a position in which the media
and wider culture function as the arena in which contestation and consent
manufacture occurs.?' This was an issue later taken up by Stuart Hall,

amongst others, regarding resistance through the use of media forms.??
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Andrea Press has argued that socialist theories of the media have:
undergone considerable change in recent years.?* Initial work that sought
to chart socialist approaches to the media put socialist thought into broad
schools of thought. For example, in an introductory text Dominic Strinarti
argues that socialist approaches to the mass media may be understood as
divided into three camps: liberal, radical and socialist.?* Those approaches
Strinarti has termed liberal have tended to be concerned with the
representation of women in the media. Particular attention has been most
focused upon the ‘symbolic annihilation’ of women in politically-significant
public life.?® Strinarti and Lisbet van Zoonan both note that such analysis
of the reflective yet structuring potenﬁal of the media was challenged by
the radical socialist position that argued that gender necessitates a greater
understanding than merely being another facet of popular culture.?®
Furthermore, Tania Modelski contends that the very assumptions
underpinning notions of mass and popular culture are inherently gender

biased.?’

Femininity is inherently linked to notions of consumption, of
reading and passivity and therefore to an engagement with mass culture,
Conversely, masculinity is linked to themes of creation, of writing and the
production of high culture. van Zoonan contends that the recognition that
patriarchal systems of oppression may be integrated with other structures
of inequality including class, gender and race, has been understood to

result in a partial reconciliation of socialist and socialist systems of

elnalysis.28 In addition to these approaches Press proposes that socialist
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theory has also concerned itself with three substantive areas in recent
years: the renewed interest the public'sphere and women'’s role in it; the
critiques offered by Donna Harraway, amongst others, of liberal ontology
concerning the categories of the body, of nature and of technology:? and
concerns over difference and identity, the issue raised by Rita Felski,
amongst others, that a belief in ‘essential’ and unifying femininity was

challenged and critiqued as a meta-narrative.*

Rejecting a notion of essence in the formation of identity and the operation
of power, theorists such as Judith Butler, Jenny Harding, Gavin Kendall
and Gary Wickham argue for a radical, anthropological, historical position
in which gender is viewed as a historically and socially contingent
performance of a set of social power relations.>" The radical anthropology
and Foucauldian reading of power of the gender theorists resonates
strongly with post-colonial theories in which notions of normality are
understood as articulated by drawing upon a discourse of ethnic
Otherness. The conception of Otherness has proven a field of
considerable academic interest with numerous texts seeking to examine

the various ways in which Otherness is utilised in political projects.®

All four theoretical poSitions: Marxist, socialist, gender, and post-colonial
highlight the inadequacies of liberal democratic theories of the media.
While the liberal democratic tradition attributes the media with democracy-

enhancing functions and an essentially progressive nature, critical
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positions highlight a conservative dimension of the media. The media are
understood through the way in which they function as a conservative,

constrictive and possibly oppressive force.

In relation to the role of the media, the above positions converge upon a
general view in which the media are understood to articulate a generally
unjust and exclusionary standpoint. The media are broadly understood to
articulate, support and proffer systemic patterns of inequality. Far from
affording democratic potential the media are a means by which
opportunities are closed off and systems for the legitimisation of inequality
are imposed. However, as Jacob Torfing notes the completion of such

projects is never fully achieved and ‘space’ for opposition is often found.

The notion of the public as an open arena of discussion is also challenged
by this critical position. Far from being open and inclusive, the public
sphere is understood from such a critical position as exclusionary as it
holds central a notion of the ‘public’ that excludes all but a small, white,
bourgeois, male, heterosexual elite. The public sphere is far from public, it
is composed only of those who form part of the notional concept of the
society in question and excludes all those deemed Other. The delimiting of
other voices, typically black, female, non-bourgeois and non-heterosexual
indicates an ideological predilection towards the support only of
institutionally legitimate political action, a legitimacy that is founded upon

normative concepts of citizenship.
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Furthermore, the notion of the public carries with an implicit
acknowledgement that there exists a separate sphere of activity that is not
public, the private sphere. Fraser® notes how certain areas of action are
considered ‘outside’ of the public sphere of action, defined in a
commentary by Press as ‘private issues’ and not suitable for public
debate.® Limiting political action to the public sphere, as liberal
democractic perspectives do, removes legitimacy from political action that
does not coincide with that advocated by societal elites and normalised by
hegemonic practice. Unsurprisingly, such an elite is understood to have
similar interests with those in control of the media and whose interests are
vested in the contemporary capitalist state. Such control is exercised in
the maintenance and legitimisation of order that supports the political and
economic status quo. However, as John Corner notes, the nature of the
relationship between ownership and control is far from unproblematic and

is still a field of considerable debate.®

Radical Democratic

The radical democractic viewpoint refers to a number of positions that
incorporate a critical dimension in respect to the liberal democractic
notions of the media but are also positions that differ from the orthodox
Marxist perspective. Such positions have recogn’ised the numerous
debates occurring in the social sciences in recent years and as such may
be considered post-Marxist in their conception of the operation of power

within a society. In rejecting political-economic and somewhat neo-
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Functionalist theories of the operation of media in capitalist societies,

radical democractic theories accept Foucauldian concepts of the diffusion
of power throughout society. Furthermore, Gramscian notions of the deep
integration of class and economic interests into cultural forms, prevalent in

the work of theorists such as Hall,*’

are partially rejected in favour a
genealogical account of power formation exemplified by Michel Foucault
and theorists from within a radical democractic post-Structural tradition.®

Power is understood as disbursed, decentred and diffuse. Thus,

resistance may take place at the interface of the individual and culture.

Such resistance is regarded as radical democractic action, the re-
articulation of discursive moments for the deployment of non-hegemonic
identities. Resistance takes numerous forms, for example Marie Smith
postulates that certain new social movements, already understood by
Alberto Melucci as resistance in themselves,* are discursive re-
articulations of already accepted notions of racial difference.“’ Radical
democractic practice seeks to subvert existing moments of discourse for

new, contrary and often political purposes.

Accordingly, the instantiative or totally systemic potential of the media to
control the possible permutations of meaning and identity are rejected in
favour of a model in which multiple possibiliﬁes or readings of media texts
are afforded. The media are considered as not entirely ‘complete’ in their

projects of defining political action. Torfing posits:
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Audiences today may be able to resist the effects of the
dominant media configuration and create their own readings
and appropriations. The content of messages disseminated by
the hegemonic media configuration is only partially fixed. There
is always surplus of meaning and a multiplicity of voices which
destabilise the dominant meanings and provide material for the
articulation of new meanings and alternative political projects.*’
The role of the media within such accounts is moved away from the
position found in many more systemic media theories. While the media
may legitimate forms of oppression and subjugation there still lies within
the media the possibility for resistance. The media's role is thus
predominately a tool of subjugation but contains within it the possibility of
alternate or radical use. Similarly, the conception of the public sphere
moves from one of complete rejection on the grounds of its support of
legitimisation of systemic inequality, to one of the possibility of radical
action. However, such potential lies in the flexibility of the public sphere,
the potential to afford subversion of the existing discourse towards new
formations and not in its existing implicit democratic qualities. From within
the radical democractic perspective, systemic protection or reservation of
the media for citizen usage lies not in the protection from state
interference but in protection from commercial interests. Charles Hamlink
notes that while the state may be the perfect tool for the protection of
capitalist enterprise through the systematic incorporation of cap_itaiist

interest into the legal process, it may also inadvertently incorporate
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systems of citizen empowerment in the deployment of legal measures. *?
The very legal mechanisms that enshrine capitalist enterprise into Western
capitalist states may incorporate the means by which the media may be in
part protected from rampant capitalist exploitation. In seeking to preclude
monopolist control over media forms a number of country-specific and
international agreements exist that identify non-commercial organisations
as the best safeguard. The best protection for the media lies in its being

supported by non-partisan public service remits.

The Internet as a Form of Radical Media

As Torfing notes, the failure or lack of complete ‘fixture’ of meaning in
media texts means that they may be used to articulate alternate identities
or contrary readings.* Thus, there is a conception that certain media or
the use of certain media may, as John Downing et al. contend, be
regarded as ‘radical’ — media, and uses of media, that consciously
articulate oppositional or counter readings.** Radical media emphasize the
alternative possibility of meaning in that they consciously stimulate
identities and readings contrary to the ideological or hegemonic norm.
Such media consciously challenge the legitimate interpretations, readings
and uses of media as well as the hegemonic consensus. Downing notes
that this is possible, as radical media do not constitute a separate area of
cultural life apart from popular culture. *° They are instead ‘part of popular
culture and of the overall societal mesh.”*® Radical media are understood

to be present two ways: they exist either through the use of existing
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legitimate media forms with contrary content, popular music and
resistance newspapers; or through the use of illegitimate media such as

those mentioned previously, graffiti and pirate radio.*’

Furthermore, radical media may be considered radical in some ways,
violating societal norms, but non-radical in others, being conventional and
hegemony-supporting. Downing argues how some media forms may be
considered as wildly anti-systemic in some regards but at the same time

deeply conservative in others.*°

Radical media are understood to afford opportunities for the further
exercise of contrary identity formation and the critical reading of cuitural
forms. More specifically, radical media are understood to provide a means
by which alternative discourse can be articulated. Such counter discourse
may fall either within the remit of politically acceptable action or outside it,
therefore becoming illegitimate action. Thus, radical media as a concept
includes media form and use that is both inside the legitimate political
framework and also media form and use that is outside of the legitimate
political framework. The potential of the Internet to challenge the dominant
hegemonic forms of media consumption and production, as discussed
previously, allows such use of the Internet to be considered radical. While
various old media do offer opportunities for radical consumption and use,

the Internet seems distinctly suited for such use. When examined in the
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light of radical democractic theory the Internet, as described in previous

chapters, is understood as a radical media form.

Conclusion

The Internet is, as noted previously, understood as a media form that
specifically affords opportunities for the restoration of democracy or of
resistance. It is contended that such notions are situated within either a
liberal democractic or radical democractic framework. It was noted that
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