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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 political 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 the 

interrelatedness of society, media technology and form of action studied, 

and the ways in which such concepts are socially constructed. 



Table of Contents 

Table of Contents 

Abstract .....................................................................................................2 


Table of Contents .....................................................................................4 


Table List...................................................................................................7 


Acknowledgements ..................................................................................8 


Declaration ................................................................................................9 


Introduction.............................................................................................10 


Theoretical Paradigm and General Approach ................................... 15 

Thesis Structure ............................................................................... 17 

Notes ................................................................................................ 25 


1) Theories of Technology .....................................................................30 


Introduction ....................................................................................... 30 

Technology ....................................................................................... 35 

The Relationship Between Technology and Society within Modern 

Discourse.......................................................................................... 37 

Instrumentalism ................................................................................ 38 

Determinism ..................................................................................... 40 

Substantivism ................................................................................... 43 

Conclusion ........................................................................................ 48 

Notes ................................................................................................ 52 


2) How the Internet is Understood: Descriptions of the Internet in 

Journalism and Academic Literature in the Humanities and Social 

Sciences ..................................................................................................61 


Introduction ....................................................................................... 61 

The Internet as Different from Older Media ...................................... 63 

The Qualities of the Internet and New Media .................................... 66 

Human-Technology Interactivity ....................................................... 69 

Geographically Distributed Users Communicating via the Internet... 72 

The Production and Dissemination of Content by Users .................. 76 

Individualised Media ......................................................................... 78 

Conclusion ........................................................................................ 81 

Notes ................................................................................................ 83 


4 



Table of Contents 

3) The Political Potential of the Internet ............................................... 92. 


Introduction ......................... : ............................................................. 92 

Virtual Communities and the Public Sphere ..................................... 96 

The Internet and the Public Sphere ................................................ 102 

Virtual Identities .............................................................................. 108 

The Nature of Virtual Communities ................................................. 110 

The Counter-public of the Internet. ................................................. 113 

Conclusion ...................................................................................... 115 

Notes .............................................................................................. 117 


4) Politics and the Role of the Internet ...............................................125 


Introduction ..................................................................................... 125 

Conceptualising Perspectives on the Media ................................... 126 

The Liberal Democratic Perspective ............................................... 128 

The Internet as Small Media ........................................................... 132 

Critique of Existing Systems ........................................................... 135 

Radical Democratic ........................................................................ 139 

The Internet as a Form of Radical Media ....................................... 142 

Conclusion ...................................................................................... 144 

Notes ............................................................................................... 147 


5) Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia ..........................................154 


Introduction ..................................................................................... 154 

A Brief Account of the Recent History of Croatia ............................ 157 

The Media in Yugoslavia and Croatia ............................................. 162 

Aligning the Media .......................................................................... 166 

The Internet in Croatia .... '" ............................................................. 170 

The Role of Carnet ......................................................................... 173 

Zamir-net ........................................................................................ 176 

The Effectiveness of the Internet and Zamir-net.. ........................... 183 

Conclusion ...................................................................................... 188 

Notes .............................................................................................. 190 


6) Croatian Society and the Internet. ..................................................201 


Introduction ..................................................................................... 201 

Yugoslavian and Croatian Civil Life ................................................ 205 

Individualisation and the Path through Modernity ........................... 211 

The Media and Levels of Debate .................................................... 216 

Conclusion ...................................................................................... 218 


5 



p 

Table of Contents 

7) Social Form, Media Potency - the Processes of Modernisation ..228 


Introduction ..................................................................................... 228 

Defining Modernity .......................................................................... 230 

Modernity and the Nation State ...................................................... 236 

Modernity and the Mass Media ....................................................... 239 

Late-Modernity as Opposed to post-Modernity ............................... 241 

Late- or Reflexive-Modernity and the Individualisation of Society ... 244 

The Internet as a Technology of Individualism ............................... 246 

Conclusion ...................................................................................... 248 

Notes .............................................................................................. 250 


Conclusion and Methodological Proposals .......................................258 


Introduction ..................................................................................... 258 

Summary of Argument.. .................................................................. 260 

Methodological Proposal. ............................................................... 267 

Methodological Standpoint ............................................................. 269 

Recommendations and Suggestions for Further Work ................... 270 

Summation ..................................................................................... 270 

Notes .............................................................................................. 272 


Bibliography..................................................................,' ......................273 


Texts ............................................................................................... 273 

Interviews ....................................................................................... 338 


6 


---- ._­



p 

Table of Contents 

Table List 

Table 1. Curran's model of perspectives on the public sphere and the 

media.............................................................................................. 126 


Table 2 - Revised model of perspectives on the public sphere and the 

media.............................................................................................. 127 


7 



Acknowledgements 

Acknowledgements 

I wish to thank my supervisor Adrian Page for his considerable help, and 

my friends and colleagues in both Luton and Carmarthen for their support. 

lowe a particular debt to Mirko Petrie and Inga Tomie-Koludrovie who 

provided help and expertise on Croatia. Special thanks are also due to my 

father and to Sadhbh. 

8 



Declaration 

Declaration 

I declare that this thesis is my own unaided work. It is being submitted for 

the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Luton. It has not 

been submitted before for any examination in any other University. 

Signature:Name of Candidate: 

Marcus Leaning 

Date: 

9 



., 


I ntrod u ction 

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,1 empower citizens2 and even contribute to social and 

psychological well-being. 3 

Such optimistic visions are not peculiar to the Internet as a technology or 

of tl1e 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 20th century: the electric light and the telephone.4 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 computer interact. In this perspective, the user is 

regarded in a biological or cognitive sense and notions of the social world 

are not usually considered.s 

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,6 

psychoanalytic,7 and community sociology8 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.9 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 
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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.,1D Instead, Jones contends 

that we should develop forms of understanding that accommodate the 

unique nature of the Internet. 11 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 even 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. 12 Therefore, moving to questions such as a specific 

12 
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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 leT - the 'soft' 

as well as the 'hard' concerns. 13 

This perspective challenges uncritical and discrete readings of technology 

and society. It is 'a perspective that avoids drawing a clear technology I 

society distinction, and focuses on the social contexts where technologies 

and policies are developed, and the ones where they are used.'14 Indeed, 

as with Chris Arterton, 15 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.'16 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.17 

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. 18 Similarly, the radical-constructivism of authors such as Christine 

Hine,19 draw upon the critical positions on the social construction of 

scientific meaning within science and technology developed by Bruno 

Latour and Steve Woolgar. 2o Authors such as James Slevin advocate that 

attention should be directed at a broader vista and offer a 'social systems 

theory' of the Internet.21 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 Internet is 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,22 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.23 Similarly, Slevin proposes that it is a modality of 

cultural transmission.24 Therefore, the use of the term in this thesis is 

different. Modal refers to the multiple 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 

15 
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approaches and traditions have arisen.25 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 media26 and the Internet).27 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 'Iate­

modern' life has undergone changes in the way in which identity is formed. 

16 
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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,28 three forms of understanding 

technology's interaction with social life are examined. These 

interpretations are ail, 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 revolutionary 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 

19 
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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 

illustrates a pOint made by the media theorist John Downing. Downing 

argues that the majority of accounts of the media originate in a 

disconcertingly sma" number of 'laboratories', namely the USA, the UK 

and a few other Western European countries.29 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.,30 

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. 
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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 environments. 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 Internet. 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 common 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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upon studied media institutions. Two broad perspectives have been of 

influence here. Much initial work was performed in this area from a 

functionalist perspective and examined (often uncritically) the role of the 

media in market economics and was characterised by a strong empirical 

methodology. A second perspective was conversely a critical Marxist 

approach that sought to identify the function played by the media 

institutions in the maintenance of capitalist society. Initial work by C. 

Wright Mills established the strong interrelationship of various elite groups 

in different areas of societal life. 

C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (New York: Oxford University Press, 
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The second area was influenced by the previously noted concern of social 

scientists with aspects of mass culture. This tradition has a strong ancestry 

within textual studies approaches and Williams notes that in many ways 

these interests are similar to studies in art and literature. Early research in 

this area was concerned with the analysis of content and the 'selection 

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 Van 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. 
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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 'culturalist' 

approaches - theories that focus on 'characteristics that are 'external,.,1 

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.,2 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 a!. 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.3 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.'4 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.s 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.6 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 opposition 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.'8 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. 9 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.'1o 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 between 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. 11 

This recognition of the need for an inter-disciplinarily methodological 

approach has proven constructive. 12 Additionally, developments in the 

social theory of research have resulted in an increased degree of 

reflexivity directed at improving methodologies.13 Moreover, much valuable 

work has taken place outside of the academy that does not align itself with 

either a McLuhanite or Williamson ian theoretical position. 14 

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.15 This 

is significant, for as Mikel Hard and Andrew Jamison propose, cultural 

tradition plays a considerable part in conceptions of technology.16 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 upon somewhat 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.'17 

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.'18 In this view technology is conflated with any form of 

artifice, and it is its use that separates humanity, regarded as homo 

habi/is, from other animals, an argument extended in the work of Mark 

Postman who regards language as a technology.19 

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 1 ih century, referring to 
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'speaking or reasoning about the arts.,20 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.,21 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,22 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.23 

(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.24 

Like Winston, Feenberg is implicitly working within a Kuhnian theoretical 

framework. Feenberg proposes an alternate system of understanding of 

technology to Lister et ai, within which technology is perceived as neither 

the expression of universal truths nor the result of linear progress.25 

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 grasping a sense of 

technology's significance, asking 'how can one study specific technologies 

without a theory of the larger society in which they develop?,26 The 

categories Feenberg identifies offer a richer and more detailed account of 

the beliefs underpinning 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.27 This reached its apotheosis in Alexander 

Pope's famous demand that 'the proper study of Mankind is Man .,28 

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.,29 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.30 
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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.'31 

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.32 

It is these internal contradictions within instrumentalist accounts of 

technology that Kuhnian critiques address. For, as Feenberg argues, 

Kuhnian approaches have 'deconstructed the idea of a universal standard 

of rationality capable of transcending particular cultures and ordering them 

in a developmental sequence.'33 
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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.34 

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. 35 

Similarly, Bruce Bimber proposes: 'Technological determinism seems to 

lurk in the shadows of many explanations of the role of technology.,36 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.,37 Feenberg38 
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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 Marx39 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.,4o 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 accounts41 regard the deployment of digital technology 

as a necessary precursor to the development of a 'knowledge economy' or 

'information society.,42 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!43 

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.44 

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.,45 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.46 '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.'47 

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 

Nomological version.48 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.'49 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. 50 As 

instrumentalism and determinism are understood to have emerged from 

43 

http:version.48


.... 

Chapter 1: Theories of Technology and Society 

empiricist and positivist tendencies within Enlightenment thought, 

substantivism is understood to have arisen from the distrust of 

technologl1 and the reassertion of the 'natural' found within Romanticist 

discourse.52 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.53 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.54 

Technology contains an 'essence': Heidegger envisages that technology is 

not about achieving goals but about 'revealing' or bringing forth the 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. 55 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 syste~s. 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.57 

At the core of such claims lies a different conceptualisation 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 
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technology arises from, and is broadly shaped by, society.58 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.,59 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.50 

(Italics in original.) 
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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 of ten­

contradictory traditions into broader fields of argument has been noted as 

a feature of modern discourse. The boundaries that divided fields of 

49 



Chapter 1: Theories of Technology and Society 

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.'61 Giddens 

speaks of 'scenario-thinking',62 the ways in which we re-conceptualise the 

world according to different agendas brought to prominence by the 

changes in our ontological 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 oeing 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 of a 

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 I will now turn. 
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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.'1 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.'2 (Italics in original.) Academic and technical 

texts often set the general orientation 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.,3 

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 

I nternet 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.'4 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.'5 

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.6 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. 8 

Indeed, as Martin Lister et al.9 and Jon Dovey have indicated,10 new 

med ia 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. 11 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 McQuaii 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.'12 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, harmonising, and 

empowering.'13 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. 14 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. 15 In an introductory text 

to the field of Internet and digital media studies Kevin Kawamoto identifies 

ten criteria of digital media. 16 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.,17 Bordewijk and van Kaam developed a model that plotted the 

movement of information between 'information service providers' and 

'information service consumers.,18 

McQuail develops this model and makes effective use of it. 19 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,20 and new media in 

'general,21 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.22 

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.23 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.24 The first tradition 

focuses upon 'interaction in human communication' and is primarily 

concerned with interpersonal communication.25 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.I. 

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.26 In many accounts, interactivity is regarded as 

responsiveness on the part of technology to an action by the user. In an 

introductory text Stephen Garard 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.,27 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.'28 This phrase 

refers to the idea that control oftiming, message content, the sequence of 

the communication act, and alternative choices are implicit and are 

fundamental aspects of interactive media technologies.29 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.'3o 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 ac.cording 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, critiques 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.'32 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 

red uces a user's options for contributing to the intercourse to a few mouse 

gestures.,33 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 concern? 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.35 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.36 Philip Napoli, however, 

argues that new media audiences are thought to be widely, if thinly, 
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distributed.37 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. 38 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).39 Rudy Bretz has 

sought to define the concept of interactivity so as to distinguish between 

true or unconditional interaction and 'quasi-interaction. ,40 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.41 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.42 Downes and McMillan propose that 

interactivity in computer-mediated communication is based around a set of 

variables of which only some are purely technical.43 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.,44 Even with these 

points of contention it is fair to 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 Smith45 identify these as the following: email and discussion 

lists, usenet and bulletin board systems (B8S), text chat, multi-user 

domains or dungeons (MUDS), web sites and graphical worlds.46 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.47 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.48 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 1999.49 

Similarly, Mick Wilson notes the moral outrage of the popular press in 

response to incidents where children are approached in allegedly safe 

environments.5o 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. 51 

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.52 In 1970 Hans Magnus Enzensberger proposed a similar 

use of (then) new media. 53 Enzenberger argued that new media would 
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allow for the challenging of existing monopolistic systems of media.54 

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. ,55 

David Gauntlet, along with numerous others (The Electronic Freedom 

Foundation, for example56), proposes that the Internet in the form of the 

world wide web allows for such production.57 The world wide web provides 

a system by which content can be produced and disseminated at 

considerable ease when compared"to content production 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 thatlies 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 

Linux project and Open Source project.58 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.59 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.,60 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 available when coupled with its 

unique human-computer interaction is understood to mean that the 

Internet may result in the much touted personalised media61 or 'Daily 

Me',62 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 

interest.,63 Personalised media are understood to allow for users to define 

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 whats 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 Stol\65 and academics such as Eszter 

Hargattai66 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. 

80 

http:newsworthy.64


,

Chapter 2: How the Internet is Understood 

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 individualisation 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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Danet notes, accomplished by simply defining a textual parameter to read 
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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.1 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.2 Gordon Graham regards the Internet as an exciting 

new area for the application of philosophic enquiry.3 David Hakken sees 

ethnography as offering a new insight onto the use of the Internet and 

other forms of computer mediated communication.4 

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. 5 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
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.1 
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 further 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 I 
activity. As James Slevin notes, the Internet constitutes a 'modality of 

I 
cultural transmission' ,6 one of the many ways, or 'locations' in which 

~I 

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 McQuaii 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.7 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 result in a system that 

operates in a centrifugal fashion, dislodging power from a central position 

to outlying regions of civic life.8 

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.9 Tim 

Jordan defines virtual communities as follows: 

Communities emerge in cyberspace when a number of users 

create avatars that return again 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. 1o 

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.11 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. 13 

Barry Wellman et al. develop a community-sociology or positivist micro­

sociological approach in their study of virtual communities. 14 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, utiiising an 

instrumentalist conception of technology usage proposes, 'one of the 

explanations for the virtual community phenomenon is the hung.er 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 Iives.'15 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.'16 

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 JOrgen Habermas's sociological­

historical account of the 'emergence, transformation, and disintegration of 

the bourgeois public sphere.'17 A central aspect of Habermas's thought 

that he has developed in numerous works,18 concerns the emergence 

during the late 18th 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.'19 Habermas proposes that 

in early modern life there came into existence new forms of 'public life,' 

This 'public sphere' was a reaction to the monopolistic 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.'2o 

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.21 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 notion 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.>22 

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 
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'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.23 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.24 (Italics in original.) 

While initially Habermas regarded other public spheres, such as the 

proletarian public sphere as 'derivative',25 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.26 
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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 20th 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 public 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,28 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 critiques 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.,29 Similarly, Douglas Kellner 

notes the operation of the Internet as a place of effective oppositional 

action within the American intellectual community.3D The Internet offers 

marginalised intellectuals, those denied access to 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.31 Referred to by Dahlberg as 'deliberative 

democracy', this position, advocated by authors such as Jan Fernback32 

and Richard Moore33 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 precis 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.34 

In another text in the same volume Tsagarousianou mitigates such 

euphoric and determinist claims by asserting that local political and 

cultural considerations playa key role in the process of technology 

enabling political action?5 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. 36 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.37 More recently, attention has moved away from 

newsgroups and towards the technologies and practices of web logs 

(often abbreviated to the colloquial 'blogs).38 
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Other authors have 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 

socialorder.,39 

John Keane offers a multidimensional model drawing upon many of the 

criticisms mounted against Habermas's original account.40 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. 41 

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.,42 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.43 Geoffrey Nowell-Smith notes a similar role for state funded or 

mixed financed broadcasters.44 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.45 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.'46 The 

interactive 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-level. 

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,,47 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. 48 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.'49 Similarly, Erica McClure studied 

108 



Chapter 3: The Political Potential of the Internet 

the use and preservation of endangered languages on the Internet.5o 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.51 Similarly Madhavi Mallapragada 

explores the ways in which the Internet is integrated into existing 

communicative and communal practices within a disaporic community.52 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.'53 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.,54 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.55 
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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.56 In 

a substantivist approach, both James Carey57 and Robert McChesney58 

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.59 She concurs with Vincent 

Mosco who has previously argued that the notion of commodification that 

Marx establishes, used widely in political economy, foregrounds 'corporate 

and state structures and institutions.'6o 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.61 

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. ,62 

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.63 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 compared 

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)64 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 as 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 as 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.'65 

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.66 

This conception of the Internet is not recent in origin. Hans Magnus 

Ezenberger in a comparatively early and prescient paper described 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.67 Ezenberger was himself developing an idea 

proposed by Bertolt Brechtwho proposed that by altering radios a form of 

direct broadcasting by the masses might be achieved.68 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.69 They investigate the potential of small media to 

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

much more explicit in examining the potency of the Internet. 70 He argues 

that various groups have, under the auspices of the Association of 
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Progressive 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.'71 

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 Samizdaf2 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 contrary sense 

and that such a conception 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 precised 

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. 1 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 Representationi 

media qovernment control objectives counteq:lOise 


Media system Free market Capitalist Public ownership Controlled market 

Journalistic norm Disinterested Subaltern Didactic Adversarial 

Entertainment Distraction! Opiate Enlightenment Society 
gratification communing with 

itself 

Reform Self-regulation Unreformable Liberalisation Public 
intervention 

, • L
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 Radical Democratic 
S stem 

Role of media Fourth estate, Opiate, propaganda, Often hegemonic and 
ensuring behaviour legitimating and . ­ coercive. 
of state. oppressive through 

exclusionary and 
constructive practices 

Public Sphere 	 Public space, site Bourgeois, Area of contest 
for the legitimate heterosexual, male, 
expression of white, discourse, 
opinion. predominantly 

exclusionary of 
counter discourse. 

Control of media Market ISeif Bourgeoisie, male, ..... Public service 
regulation heterosexual, white ..,. 

dominated. 

Conception of Small Media Radical Media 
Internet 

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 topi~ 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 also 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.3 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 $trand 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.'4 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.s 

Privately owned or independent mass media are understood to function as 

a guardian of citizen interest in the operation 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, I say often, is 

equivalent to democracy: Invent writing, democracy is inevitable.,e 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.7 

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.8 
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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 composed of members of an elite social 

grouping and as such there were numerous individuals outside of this who 

were unable to participate.9 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.1o 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 activity 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 

illegitimate and non-legal, such as graffiti or pirate radio.11 

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. 12 

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 persp.ective 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. 13 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.'14 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.15 

Small media afford the articulation 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.' 16 (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 

Adorno17 and Herbert Marcuse.18 This approach has more recently 

received advocacy in the work of authors including Graham Murdock and 

Peter Golding in a number of pieces. 19 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.20 This conception ofthe media anq 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.21 This was an issue later taken up by Stuart Hall, 

amongst others, regarding resistance through the use of media forms.22 
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Andrea Press has argued that socialist theories of the media have 

undergone considerable change in recent years.23 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.24 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.25 Strinarti and Lisbet van Zoonan both note that such analysis 

of the reflective yet structuring potential 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.26 

Furthermore, Tania Modelski contends, that the very assumptions 

underpinning notions of mass and popular culture are inherently gender 

biased.27 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 

analysis,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;29 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.3o 

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 co.ntingent 

performance of a set of social power relations. 31 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.32 

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. 33 

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. Fraser34 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.35 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.36 

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 recognised 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,37 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.38 

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,39 are discursive re­

articulations of already accepted notions of racial difference.4o 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 possibilities 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.41 

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 capitalist 

interest into the legal process, it may also inadvertently incorporate 
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systems of citizen empowerment in the deployment of legal measures.42 

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.43 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.44 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. 45 They are instead 'part of popular 

culture and of the overall societal mesh.'46 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.47 

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.48 

Radical media are understood to afford opportunities for the further 

exercise of contrary identity formation and the critical reading of cultural 

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 

liberal democractic theories regard the use of the Internet as a form of 

legitimate political action as the public sphere to which the Internet permits 

fresh entrance has been influenced by, to appropriate Habermas's phrase, 

'pathologic' forces. The Internet, from such a perspective, allows for a 

more inclusive form of democratic action. 

The radical democractic perspective regards the public sphere and 

legitimate political action as an inherently bourgeois activity. The use of 

the Internet however can, in certain circumstances, be regarded as a 

'radical' act as it affords true anti-systemic action, the articulation of 

contrary identities and the production of media content outside of the 

normal spheres of action. 

As indicated earlier the vast majority of the instances of the usage of the 

Internet examined have been located in either the USA or other late­

modern capitalist societies. As such, it proposed that the Internet has 
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tended to be understood solely from the confines of certain Western 

societies, carrying with them 'political baggage' from those societies, the 

media and political theory used to explain them. Those studies that have 

examined Internet usage outside of the USA and Western Europe have 

done so from perspectives of late-capitalist societies. These perspectives 

were developed to explain media usage in late capitalist countries and 

have been exported and applied with little regard for localised conditions 

and preoccupations. The political potential of the Internet has been 

understood by examining its use only in certain conditions and lor with 

particular theoretical tools, conditions and tools that have a particular 

political form. Accordingly, the Internet is understood as operating in a 

fashion that is implicitly tied to certain conceptions of the political world. 

Downing, exploring similar problems notes how the vast majority of media 

theory has emerged from a severely restricted laboratory: 

the overwhelming body of media communication theory is 

based upon data from just two spots, Britain and the United 

States, which have - despite the jokes and the dissimularity of 

their uses of English - remarkably similar leitmotifs in their 

cultural, economic and political history that mark them out from 

most other nations on the planet.49 

Downing proposes that in order to develop a truly 'International' media 

theory we need to examine the use of the media not only in Western 

societies for to 'extrapolate theoretically from such relatively 
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unrepresentative nations as Britain and the United States is both 

conceptually impoverishing and a peculiarly restricted version of 

Eurocentrism.,50 Instead we need to look at the use made of the media in 

other societies. 51 
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5) Old, New and Radical Media .in Croatia. 

Introduction 

John Downing has argued that the majority of media theory has been 

developed to explain the operation of media in a small number of societies 

and that such theory may not be universally applicable.1 Whilst a number 

of accounts of the Internet's usage exist, they are predominantly 

concerned with use in 'high' or 'late' Western capitalist economies, 

typically the USA and Western European countries. As noted in the 

preceding chapters, academic studies have examined how the Internet 

has been used in the re-establishment of the public sphere and in the 

deployment of identities outside of hegemonic media systems. In certain 

instances, these identities are geographically differentiated from their 

historic site of instantiation,2 (a lesser number of studies have been carried 

out to examine the geographically specific use of the Internet).3 However, 

the vast majority of such studies have focused upon the use of the Internet 

in a highly limited set of contexts - the USA and Western Europe. 

This chapter will examine the role of the Internet in a different environment 

from that usually considered in studies concerning politics and the 

Internet, that of the Republic of Croatia (hereafter Croatia) during the 

1990s. Croatia was used as it offers a very interesting case study. Croatia 

was (and still is) a technologically advanced society. As will be detailed 

below, Croatia had a comparatively high level of Internet infrastructure yet, 
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due to political ,events and post-WWII history, it possessed a different 

'social form' from those societies usually studied. Furthermore, the events 

surrounding the Yugoslav wars of secession during the 1990s meant that 

issues of national identity and politics were highly topical. The combination 

of these factors makes Croatia an interesting setting for the examination of 

the political use of the Internet. 

The research on Croatia was conducted through a number of means and 

each of these shall be addressed in turn. A number of interviews were 

conducted with key informants active in the field of study during the period 

in question. Initial contact with a number of informants was achieved 

through direct email approach and through academic connections. Further 

informants were then reached through 'snowballing', being introduced by 

existing informants. Seven informants were eventually interviewed, though 

some of these informants were interviewed on numerous occasions. In a 

number of instances interviews took place in public and informal places 

such as bars, restaurants and hotels, whilst other were more formally 

conducted in informants place of work. The informants were selected for 

their knowledge of the situation and topic and were key actors in the 

events described. Email correspondence was also used extensively with a 

number of informants. These informants were selected and reached 

through much the same means as those interviewed (in some instances 

email correspondence and interviews were carried out with the same 

informant). For the most part respondents were wholly willing to provide 
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information. All informants agreed that their names and the opinions 

expressed in interviews and email correspondence could be disclosed. 

This agreement was reached in initial contact with the informant. An 

extensive review of texts relating to the topics in question was also carried 

out. For the most part these documents were available publicly though in a 

number of instances obtaining them involved correspondence with 

administrators, archivists and librarians. All information detailed here was 

conformed by triangulating sources. This occurred both between different 

informants and using documentation to confirm information provided in 

interviews and correspondence. 

Downing argues that to understand the operation of the media we should 

not impose theories developed to explain the media in other societies, but 

instead develop an appreciation of the society in question.4 Cultural 

aspects may playa significant part in determining the way in which a 

media operates in a particular society. Thus, to understand the 

complexities of the media in Croatia, attention must be paid to the local 

historical formations, both ideological and actual, of the operation of the 

media. The role of the press in Yugoslavian and later Croatian political 

discourse may be viewed as different to the variety of ways in which it is 

understood in Western capitalist societies. Therefore, in order to best 

understand the role of the Internet as a media form in Croatia during the 
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1990s it is necessary to have an appreciation of the general political and 

media environment of the time. 

A Brief Account of the Recent History of Croatia 

Though an account of the use of the media in Croatia is offered here, even 

a partial description of the history of the conflict involving Croatia, Bosnia 

and Yugoslavia is beyond the scope of this thesis. Therefore, what follows 

is a highly selective account of the recent history of Croatia. It should be 

noted, however, that any account of such a conflict or an attempt to 

explore the media will be underpinned by a number of theoretical and 

ideological commitments. With regard to explaining why and how the 

conflicts commenced a number of theories have been suggested. Such 

theories tend to be divided by an understanding of how nationalism within 

the constituent nations of the former Yugoslavia became so prominent in 

political discourse. One popular explanation is that the emergence of 

nationalist agendas within the constituent nations was the assertion of 

long-term 'ethnic' or civilisational differences. Such theories draw heavily 

upon notions of irreconcilable differences between forms of civilisation, an 

argument recently articulated by Samuel Huntingdon.5 Nationalist beliefs 

and intents are understood to be deeply embedded within the societies in 

question and 'emerge from below' in particular circumstances. In relation 

to the Yugoslav wars, such an approach conceptualises the Communist 

system as 'keeping a lid' on the 'boiling pot' of nationalisms of the region. 

A less-strident approach interprets nationalism in a weaker essentialist 

157 



Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

sense, though still regards the idea of 'Yugoslavia' as a system imposed 

upon heterogeneous groupings. Sabrina Petra Ramet contends 

'Yugoslavia was ... really conglomerates of historical nations.'6 The 

'collapse', 'disintegration' or 'fragmentation' is viewed as a seeming return 

to previously existing nations.7 A third approach, advocated by 

commentators such as Laura Silber, Alan Little and Branka Magas, assert 

that such nationalist discourse was utilised instrumentally by what are 

termed 'political entrepreneurs' to assist in their rise to power.8 A fourth 

theory, argued by authors such as John Allcock relates the demise of 

Yugoslavia to wider changes in the global polity and the process of 

modernisation of the constituent societies.9 The view adopted here 

incorporates aspects of both the third and fourth positions - that nationalist 

concerns were heightened by political elites and that process of 

modernisation placed strains upon the existing system. Such changes 

became of particular prominence when after Tito's death in May 1980 the 

system of governance of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

(hereafter Yugoslavia) was changed. A new system was created in which 

Yugoslavia was governed by a rotating system of presidents, each ruling 

for one year and drawn from one of the six republics (Croatia, Bosnia­

Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia) and two 

autonomous provinces of Serbia (Kosova and Vojvodina). In a partial 

reaction to the increasing economic pressures, caused at least in part by 

the servicing of debts taken out during Tito's attempts to mitigate political 

oppression in the 1970s (Misha Glenny reports that by 1982 Yugoslavia 

158 



Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

had a debt of some US $18.5 billion),1o national and ethnic conflicts and 

tensions are understood to have become prominent. Additionally, the 

intellectual dissatisfaction with the Yugoslav form of the socialist project 

began to emerge during the mid 1980s in Slovenia and Belgrade. Inga 

Tomic-Koludrovic contends that Siovenian criticism centred upon a civil 

society discourse with cursory references to nationalism whilst in Belgrade 

criticism was mounted from a traditional liberal national position. 11 Within 

Croatia, however, there was a distinct lack of political debate (referred to 

as 'Hrvatska sutnja' (Croat Silence)) in public political discourse. Silber 

and Little attribute this 'silence' to the previous crushing of the Croat 

nationalist movement Maspok.12 

In partial response to the increase in national rhetoric within the Serbian 

Communist party under Siobodan Milosevich, indigenous nationalist 

movements emerged in Slovenia and Croatia. Milosevich, a fomler 

Communist party leader, first publicly adopted a nationalist stance in 1988 

when addressing a meeting of Serbians in Kosovo. In doing so he 

sidelined his former ally Stambolic and incumbent Serbian Communist 

party leader.13 In Croatia, nationalism emerged initially in conflict with the 

ruling Communist party. In 1989 the Communist party made concessions 

to the popular will that demanded a multiparty system. Nationalist 

sentiment was channelled into a coherent nationalist movement by Franjo 

Tuaman who formed the Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica (Croatian 

159 

http:leader.13
http:Maspok.12


Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

Democratic Party, hereafter HDZ), often regarded by political scientists as 

more of a movement than a political party .14 

Within the context of Yugoslavia, it was these events that instigated the 

transition from a socialist to a capitalist economy and from a one-party to a 

multiparty system. The term 'transition' has been used to refer to 

numerous forms of, and reasons for, change that took place in Eastern 

European socialist countries. However, in the former Yugoslavia and 

consequently Croatia, the transition was a result of the collapse of the 

Communist paradigm in political discourse and the strategic positioning of 

the constituent nations. 

In the April and May 1990 Croatian Assembly elections the HDZ won 

41.5% of the vote, gaining an absolute majority in the parliament and 

bringing Tudman to power as President. The December 1990 constitution 

defined Croatia as an independent state and, following the secession of 

Slovenia from Yugoslavia in 1991, Croatia declared its independence. The 

government of Yugoslavia attempted to stop Slovenia leaving the 

Federation and ordered the Yugoslav army to attack Slovene border 

posts. This conflict lasted only five days before a number of factors, 

including a number of desertions and concerns over the illegitimacy of a 

Yugoslav force attacking a constituent nation, led to a cessation of 

hostilities. In Croatia the situation was considerably different. Croatia 

possessed a large Serb minority distributed across various regions: Knin 
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and parts of the northern Siavonian region of Croatia amongst others. 

Serbian nationalist rhetoric regarded such communities as highly 

important and concerns were raised about the status of Serbs living in a 

independent Croat state. Such concerns manifested themselves in actions 

by Serbs in declaring the 'Republika Srpska Krajina' (Republic of the 

Serbian Frontier) or Serbian Independent State within Croatia in 

December 1991. This was precipitated in the summer of 1991 by conflict 

between irregular Serb and Croat forces across Croatia. Yugoslav forces 

also attacked Croatian positions and laid siege to a number of towns 

across the contested regions of Croatia. The Yugoslav army being 

considerably larger and better equipped than the embryonic Croat military 

forces made several significant of territorial gains. A number of 'cease 

fires' were instigated which in several cases froze the military positions of 

forces and effectively legitimated the territorial gains. 

In December 1991, Germany recognised the independence of Croatia and 

European Union recognition followed in January 1992. Following this, 

Tudman replaced the existing mUltiparty government with an HDZ 

government. Mark Thompson argues that this approximately 

corresponded with the emergence of nationalist political discourse as the 

dominant public discourse.15 By 1995, Croat forces had retaken the Serb 

areas in Siavonia and in Knin and the conflict in Croatia came to a 

conclusion. However, the pre-existing conflict and Croatian involvement in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina kept the nationalist agenda active within political 

161 

http:discourse.15


Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

discourse. Although the Bosnian conflict was halted with the signing of the 

Dayton Peace Accords in December 1995, it took until January 2002 for all 

five sections of the Peace Accords to be fully implemented. The conflict 

also continued to have far-reaching effects for the large numbers of 

displaced persons and a program of resettlement is still ongoing as is the 

prosecution of military leaders from all sides for war crimes. In December 

1999, Tudman died of cancer, the following elections (both general and 

presidential) installed a six party anti-HDZ coalition government and Stipe 

Mesic (who stood on an anti-Tudman / HDZ ticket) was inaugurated as 

President. In the parliamentary elections of 23 November 2003 a 

considerably reformed HDZ returned to power with 33.91% of the vote. 16 

To date they have avoided adopting the nationalist line of the earlier HDZ 

administration. 

The Media in Yugoslavia and Croatia 

The role of the press in Yugoslavian and later Croatian political discourse 

is different from the way in which it is understood in Western capitalist 

societies. In order to understand the complexities of the media in Croatia, 

attention must be paid to the local historical formations, both ideological 

and actual, rather than to theoretical models developed to explain the 

operation of media in other societies. 

Any description of the media in Croatia must take into account the inertia 

of the antecedent patterns of media from the former Yugoslavia. Under the 
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form of the Communist system practised in Yugoslavia, the media Wt;3S 

conceptualised in an entirely different fashion to how it is understood 

under the remit of liberal democracy. Stjepan Malovi6 and Gary Selnow 

assert that despite the various breaks and ideological disagreements with 

the Soviet regimes,17 Yugoslavian media must be considered in terms of 

the Communist systems. 18 In comparing the ideological stances of Soviet 

and Western democratic systems of media, John Downing, Ali 

Mohammadi and Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi proffer the following: 

It is important to recall that Soviet media were originally 

conceived according to yet another normative theory, namely, 

that media existed for the purpose of devel.oping political 

awareness and commitment to work for just and fair society, a 

socialist philosophy.19 

However, while the media initially followed a Soviet model, it was adapted 

to suite the peculiarities of the Yugoslav political environment.2o Mark 

Thompson contends that the ideological position of Yugoslav Communism 

articulated the ownership of all property as neither owed by the state nor 

by individuals: 'The ideologists of Yugoslav Communism had devised the 

concept of 'social property' as a distinctive model of public ownership 

which would avoid 'state capitalism' of Soviet-style command 

economies. ,21 

Claims of the incorporative and state functional nature of the media in 

Yugoslav political discourse is substantiated by Yugoslav state 
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documents: 'The purpose of the social ~ystem of information ... is to supply 

data and information indispensable for self-management and delegate 

decision making at alilevels.'22 Similarly, the notion of objectivity was 

regarded as 'bourgeois' and journalists were regarded as a 'meaningful 

subject force in society.'23 The Yugoslav Constitution of 1974 incorporated 

such beliefs at its core. While Article 166 proclaims 'freedom of 

expression, freedom of association, freedom of speech and public 

expression,' Article 203 mitigates such freedoms with the rider: 

No one may use the freedoms and rights established by the 

present Constitution in order to disrupt the foundations of the 

socialist self-management democratic order. .. to endanger the 

independence of the country, violate the freedoms and rights of 

man and the citizen ... endanger peace and equality in 

international co-operation, stir up national, racial, or religious 

hatred or intolerance or abet commission of criminal offences.24 

This centrality of the media serving and sustaining the existing political 

system and structure must also be understood in the context of the federal 

nature of the Yugoslav state. Each of the six constituent nations and two 

autonomous regions maintained considerable autonomy in terms of media 

output. Indeed, Thompson asserts that Yugoslavia had the most varied 

media system of any Communist country.25 Similarly, Allcock contends 

that Yugoslavia was the 'most open of the states of the region.'26 By the 

late 1980s Yugoslavia had over 3,000 newspapers and magazines, of 

which 27 were daily national newspapers from the constituent nations, 
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over 200 local, regional, and national radio stations, and 9 television 

stations?? Books and pamphlets, including foreign texts were also easily 

available; foreign books could be imported 'without hindrance or 

limitation,28 and by the end of the 1980s 'Yugoslavia was fourteenth in the 

world according to the number of published books and brochures.'29 While 

the media were particularly diverse, contrary opinions tended to be 

articulated not so much against the Communist party hierarchy but against 

I the other constituent nations of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, 

I particularly during the period immediately prior to the commencement of 

I armed hostility. Thompson, quoting Goran Milic a former TV Belgrade 

news editor and a famous and influential presenter, reports that TV 

I Belgrade edited the franchised news reports from other constituent nation 

national broadcasters and even substituted their own interpretation for that 

of the Kosovan station.3o Even prior to the commencement of hostilities, 

media content was often particular to the originating nations imagined 

ethnicity: 'In this country's multinational setting, content is selected with 

ethnic priorities in mind; this fosters hermetic points of view.'31 Despite 

such factors, the media in Croatia at the beginning of the 1990s was 

considered to be diverse and healthy, the coverage of the 1990 elections 

was considered a model of its kind.32 However, following the election of 

Tudman's HDZ in April and May 1990, a number of laws, policies and 

initiatives were enacted that resulted in the further alignment of systems of 

mass media with state interests. 

165 



Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

Aligning the Media 

I 

The attempts to align the media to an uncritical and supportive stance of 

Tudman's administration took a variety of coercive forms. Whilst a few 

incidences of direct censorship or illegal activity have been reported, Sven 

Balas notes: 'From the beginning of his administration Tudman acted 

aggressively toward the media', it is through more surreptitious means that 

the majority of the media were brought into line.33 Often such means 

utilised the deeply entrenched positions of Tudman supporters in state 

agencies to influence decisions and actions. In relation to print media, a 

I 

number of strategies were used to affect the distribution of newspapers 

and magazines. Several sources have reported how Tisak, the former 

state monopoly print media distributor and later owned by Miroslav Kutle,34 

a senior HDZ member, employed numerous techniques?5 The withholding 

payments of sales to publishers proved particularly effective: a report by 

the World Association of Newspapers detailed how Tisak owed the 

magazine Feral Tribune 1.3 million Kuna (US$ 207,OOO)?6 The delay of 

this fee, for magazine copies sold in November and December 1998, 

nearly bankrupted the magazine.37 Other techniques included hiding, 

losing and mis-distributing copies.38 The Tudman administration also 

made extensive use of various litigious and legal means. In 1996 a series 

of laws were enacted which made it a criminal offence to 'slander or insult 

the offices of the President (or other offices) of the Republic.'39 Such laws 

were widely used and resulted in numerous fines being imposed upon 

newspapers and magazines. For example, a report by the Committee to 
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Protect Journalists records that by December 1998 there were some '300 

criminal proceedings against journalists, and more than 600 civil law suits 

against newspapers. In both cases, the majority of plaintiffs are state 

officials and others closely associated with the ruling party.,40 In a number 

of cases the forms of control used were more direct. Jasminka 

Kuzmanovic recounts the imposition of pro-Tudman members onto the 

boards of newspapers, the most infamous instance of this occurring being 

the imposition of a new editor in chief on the national newspaper Vjesnik. 41 

Furthermore, Thompson discussing a similar incident at the highest selling 

national newspaper in 1990, Vercernji list, notes that under the imposed 

editorship of Branko Tudjen, Vercernji list was considered 'a byword for 

unconditional loyalty to the HDZ.,42 

A further technique was the military conscription of journalists and editors 

(usually 'reserved' occupations). Thompson recounts how Victor Ivancic, 

editor-in-chief of Feral Tribune, was conscripted to the irregular Croat 

forces fighting in Bosnia.43 Igor Lasic recounted how Ivancic (who was 

born in Sarajevo and had received his Croatian citizenship three days prior 

to being drafted) was arrested and taken to military barracks of one of the 

more nationalist divisions of the army and was severely assaulted.44 A 

report by the Canadian Journalists for Free Expression details a similar 

incident being experienced by the freelance journalist Drago Hedl (a 

former editor-in-chief of the regional newspaper, Glas Slavonje, who was 

forced to resign in 1992. Hedl now works on Feral Tribune).45 The 
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imposition of irregular taxes was also a useful stricture. This included the 

imposition of a pornography tax on Feral Tribune (Feral Tribune makes 

extensive use of political montages that depict politicians in sexually 

explicit positions), though this tax was later withdrawn.46 

Broadcast media were similarly subject to numerous instances of 

curtailment and control. Such systems of control included the removal of 

broadcasting licences.47 The most serious example of this being the 

restriction of a broadcast licence for Radio 101, a Zagreb based local radio 

station.48 Radio 101 was refused a renewal of its broadcast licence on two 

occasions,49 though after considerable pressure, both domestic and 

international, a licence was granted on 31 October 1997. However, 

Thompson notes that as part of the agreement to obtain its permanent 

licence, Radio 101 modified its critical stance and broadcast more popular 

music.5o A number of other radio stations outside of Zagreb were also 

subject to HDZ pressure, though lacking the influential support of Radio 

101, fared worse and in several instances HDZ loyalists replaced senior 

staff. 51 Television stations were also subject to considerable government 

intervention. This is more significant however as the state broadcasting 

station, Hrvatska Radiotelevizija (hereafter HRT), is accorded far greater 

significance than any other media in Croatia. In 1993 Branka Novak 

proposed that: 

In Croatia ... there exists only one truly functioning means of 

information: HRT. .. newspapers have too small circulations to 
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be able to influence Croatian public opinion. HRT presents and 

explains political life and its atmosphere. Everyone watches it, 

and many people are convinced that they need to watch and 

listen to nothing else! There is still a fearful respect for 

television among our people, and its power is being exploited 

absolutely by one party.52 

The International Research Exchanges Board Media Sustainability Index 

substantiates such an argument in a report which recounts that in 2001 

fully two thirds of the population use HRT to obtain news. 53 That HRT was 

a firm supporter of the Tudman and the HDZ administration has been 

widely reported. The1997 US Department of State Report on Human 

Rights offers the following: 

Technically under the supervision of the Parliament, the HRT is, 

in practice, run by the ruling HDZ party, and its head is a 

leading member of the HDZ. Many members of the 

Telecommunications Board (which regulates licensing) are also 

senior HDZ officials. The HRT unfailingly devotes its main news 

coverage to uncritical reports on the activities of the President 

and the Government and is virtually an organ of the executive 

branch. Reporting and commentary faithfully reflect the views of 

the Government, and little, if any, broadcast time is given for 

dissenting views. 54 

Several other sources record how the Director General of HRT was 

replaced soon after Tudman's election with a HDZ loyalist.55I
I 
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The general alignment of Croatian print and broadcast media with the 

interests of the HDZ and the attempts to restrict and oppose those media 

forms, such as Feral Tribune, which challenged the HDZ would seemingly 

offer an ideal setting in which to explore the notional political nature of the 

Internet. 

The Internet in Croatia 

The initial Internet service provider in Croatia was the Croatian Academic 

Network (Carnet). Carnet was established on 3 October 1991 in an 

initiative supported by the Ministry of Science and Technology and 

numerous academics. Predreg Pale asserts that this initiative came to 

fruition primarily because the initial idea received the support of Branko 

Jeren, the Minister for Science and Technology, in the form of a $1 million 

grant.56 Robert Hobbes Zakon records how the Natrional Science 

Foundation Network (Nsfnet) was first connected to by a Croatian system 

in 1991,57 (by way of comparison other countries that also made the initial 

connection at this point included Singapore and Taiwan).58 Prior to this, 

email was being exchanged through an X25 system linking Croatia, then 

part of Yugoslavia, with other networks. 59 

Predrag Vidas argues that Carnet was initially instigated to function as an 

Internet service provider for the academic and research community in 

Croatia.6o However, it also, initially at least, 'offered all ... services to just 
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anyone (individuals and organisations) living and/or working in Croatia free 

of charge.,61 Camet did not charge its users and was entirely funded by 

the Ministry of Science and Technology. As such the Ministry, and by 

default the Tudman administration, held considerable power in the running 

of the network.62 Pale notes that for a while Camet was even accorded its 

own separate entity within the budget, though this was later reabsorbed 

into the national budget of the Ministry of Science and Technology.63 The 

initial aims of the system were to be an 'ISP for academic and research 

community in Croatia', a 'Croatian test-bed for new information 

technologies' and a 'promoter of new information technologies.,64 

Vidas notes that a full synchronous connection to the Internet was 

established on November 18, 1992 via an Austrian link (ACONET).65 Pale 

confirms this and asserted that this connection, a leased line offering 64 

Kbps, 'was the first and true, real Internet connection.,66 

Early in 1993 (27 February) Carnet was charged with the administration of 

the .hr domain by the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (lANA), though 

full recognition of its independent status from the .yu domain did not come 

about until the end of 1994.67 One of the first public web servers set up in 

Croatia was http://www.hr a primarily public information system for the 

Republic of Croatia sponsored by the Department of Telecommunications 

in the Faculty of Electrical Engineering, University of Zagreb. Carnet 

expanded to provide Internet provision to all universities, research 

organisations and eventually schools, public buildings, libraries, museums 
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and numerous other public systems. With the exception of IBM, who 

operated a tiny service provision for their own users visiting Croatia, 

Camet was the only Internet service provider in Croatia until the beginning 

of 1996 when a second Internet service provider, Hinet, established itself. 

Hinet was a division of the state telecommunications company, Hrvatske 

poste i telekomuniikacije though it operated on a commercial basis.58 The 

appointment of a new Minister of Science and Technology in 1995 

resulted in Carnet losing its senior political support. Consequently, its role 

as a general public provider of Internet services was reduced and its tasks 

were scaled down to university and networking services.69 A third 

commercial provider, Iskon, was launched in 1997. Iskon was initially a 

development from Zamir-net (to be discussed later) though Tony Vidan, a 

green activist working with Zamir-net, revealed how it also had 

independent funding provided by the Soros Foundation.7o 

Camet continued to develop network infrastructure. Pale proposed that 

such deployment was often considerably more advanced than systems in 

comparative countries.71 For example, Carnet deployed Asynchronous 

Transfer Methodology (ATM) systems in 1995, being only the second 

country in Europe to do so at that time. Broader changes in the 

mainstream political landscape, most noticeably the death of Tudman and 

the defeat of the HDZ in 2000, but also a more long term general 

transformation of the economy in pursuance of market liberalisation, has 

resulted in a transformation of the role of Camet. Ivo Bicanic notes how 
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I 

the long-term gradual privatisation of sectors of the Croatian economy was 

initiated even prior to secession and later followed up with distinct policies 

to bring about a transformation of the economy.72 Furthermore, Mate 

Babic, Vice-President of Economic Affairs to Tudman in 1991, revealed 

how there had been considerable disagreement between himself and 

Drazen Kalodera, Minister for Privatisation, over the speed of the 

extension of privatisation policies and the degree to which the economy 

should be privatised.73 

, [ 
The Role of Carnet 

Built into the ethos of Camet was a strong concern that its use should be 

I of social benefit,14 The development of such a public Internet service 

provision in Croatia may best be understood within a narration of 'nation 

i building'. This is in many ways more similar to ideas of a public service 

broadcasting system, as defined by Nicolas Garnham, than of a 

commercial enterprise.75 Garnham notes that such public service is an 

effective guarantor of a 'third area' outside of state and commerce. The 

initial lack of a commercial ethos and its provision within a state institution 

means that, in this instance, Internet provision needs to be understood as 

different to late-modern Western democracies. The eminence of the 

discourse of the public sphere as a secondary rationale for the 

establishment of the Internet may appear at odds with other histories of 

the Internet where the Internet was seen as the result of an integration of 

specific state projects with a counter cultural movement. Richard Wise has 
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noted the deep entrenchment of a capitalist ethos within Western 

European and American Internet development and provision?6 In Croatia, 

sponsorship of the deployment of the Internet fell within a remit of social 

provision, a strand of discourse partly attributable to Croatia's socialist 

past and latent intent to develop the 'social' aspect of the nation. Such a 

narrative seems to draw directly upon the notions of social provision by 

society; Slavko Splichal argues that within Yugoslavian social discourse: 

'society as a whole becomes responsible for establishing facilities and 

providing resources.'?? 

However, within the more recent history of Croatia there was not the 

promotion of comprehensive ownership of all industry by the state. 

Following the split with the Soviet Union in 194878 and ratification of the 

1974 constitution, Yugoslavia adopted an alternative socialist programme 

to the mainstream Soviet version.79 Such 'socialism with a human face' or 

'self-managed socialism' was differentiated from other forms of socialism 

by its attempts to offer a non-statist form of socialist government. The 

resultant political system placed emphasis on bringing individuals into the 

organisation and the provision of social or civic life. Such a political project 

promoted activities that sought to raise the individual to a position of active 

citizen and involve them in the micro-management of political and social 

life. Examples of this include the numerous workers councils and 

residential committees. Additionally, ownership of civic institutions was 

placed in the hands of citizens. Yugoslav socialism sought not to remove 
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completely the ownership from individuals but to offer a 'third path' in the 

ownership of the means of production, a rejection of both capitalist private 

ownership and more Stalinist complete state ownership. It was against this 

background and tradition of a provision of a civil society that the Internet 

was established within Croatia. 

This provision of a form of digital media as part of an attempt to develop 

civil society, a public service, places the Croatian experience outside of 

the model of digital media proposed by Jeannette Steemers.80 Steemers 

contends that the diversity offered by digital systems means that the ethos 

of public service will be challenged to such a degree that it will become 

untenable. Of the two systems studied by Steemers, the UK and 

Germany, it is Germany's model that most closely relates to the Croatian 

experience. Steemers contends that Germany's public service 

broadcasting provision has been defended on the grounds of 'the 

fulfilment of traditional public service tenets and constitutional obligations 

relating to the freedom of communication.,81 The plurality of channels and 

content made available through digital media would seem to counter the 

provision of such a service. However, Croatia's first experience of Internet 

service provision, the Carnet system, seems broadly in-line with the 

German model of public service. Rather than digital media in the form of 

the Internet challenging public service models, the Internet was provided 

to the public within the remit of public service. Pale notes that offering 
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Internet provision from within the state was beneficial as: 'we believed this 

was the way to make Croatia better place to live.' (sic)82 

A para-state body funded directly by the Ministry of Science and 

Technology provided the initial provision of the Internet in Croatia. This 

service, while initially intended for the academic community, was extended 

to numerous levels of public life and made available to any individual who 

desired an account. The continued development of Internet infrastructure, 

the deployment of ATM technology, the extension of service and the 

continual upgrading of technology at the financial expense of the state all 

point to a definite predilection towards the public provision of Internet 

service. Only later were commercial concerns seemingly integrated into 

Internet provision and initially these were corralled within a state agency. 

Zamir-net 

If the public and state funded provision of the Internet can be viewed as in 

part a descendent of the older 'self-managed' form of socialism the same 

cannot be said for the genesis of Zamir-net. While the Carnet system 

operated as a nascent Internet system in the early 1990s and later a fully 

integrated model, it was perceived, at least by some peace activists, to be 

simply an extension of the state and in turn a purveyor or medium of the 

hegemonic nationalist agenda. The alternate system established, Zamir­

net (Zamir meaning 'For peace' in Serbo-Croat), was set up by various 

peace activists as both a communication channel between individuals 
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separated by the war and as an alternative channel to the state 

monopolised traditional" media.83 Additionally, as Jim Walch argues, it was 

seen as able to provide difficult-to-find and difficult-to-publish 

information.84 

Zamir-net arose out of a specific set of conditions and perceptions. Walch 

asserts that across the former Yugoslavia a concerted effort was made to 

establish a computer network system that could act as a form of media 

substitution, an alternative to the perceived state dominated media 

systems.85 By the summer of 1991 the direct communications systems 

between Zagreb in Croatia and Belgrade in Serbia had greatly 

deteriorated. In an attempt to mitigate this, the International Physicians for 

the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW) proposed that some form of 

communications be set up between Zagreb and Belgrade. A project 

termed Communications Aid was envisaged between the Centre for the 

Culture of Peace and Non-violence in Ljubljana, the Antiwar Campaign in 

Zagreb and the Centre for Antiwar Action in Belgrade. This link would 

enable citizens and activists from all sides of the conflict to be able to 

communicate, something that the worsening conflict was making 

increasingly difficult. It should be noted that Carnet, as indicated above, 

did offer a means to connect to Internet communication systems. 

However, as both Walch 86 and Pale87 contend, the Zamir-net activists 

wanted to distance themselves from any government involvement. 
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At approximately the same time, peace organisations on both sides of the 

Croatian-Serbian conflict were trying to establish contact with one another. 

Initial attempts at contact were made via facsimile machines to a number 

of international peace organisations: War Resistors International, the 

International Fellowship of Reconciliation and others. The very few, poor 

and unreliable direct telephone links between Zagreb and Belgrade made 

this a difficult task. However, there were still links to outside countries and 

several organisations in non-former Yugoslav countries agreed to relay 

faxes between groups. This fax relay system was properly in place by 

October 1991. However, the telephone system between Zagreb and 

Belgrade was not completely inoperable and in order to make best use of 

what service remained, computer bulletin board systems were set up. 

These systems supplemented the existing ADRIA-NET computer 

networking system, primarily based in Ljubljana. The result of this was that 

even when the conflict prevented direct telephone communication 

between the bulletin boards, non-Yugoslav systems could be contacted 

and mail relayed. 

Between December 1991 and January 1992, modems were given to 

peace and anti-war groups in Ljubljana, Belgrade, Zagreb and Sarajevo. 

This initial phasing-in of the system encountered many problems. Eric 

Bachman records how the Zagreb system operator endured difficulties in 

maintaining the system and how the Belgrade system encountered 

numerous infrastructure problems (unreliable telephone connections being 
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the most problematic).88 The Association of Progressive Communication, a 

parent organisation of numerous peace orientated communications 

groups, additionally instigated a news-group 'YUGO.ANTIWAR'. This, 

however, was initially unavailable in the countries of the former Yugoslavia 

using the nascent Zamir-net due to problems of interoperability between 

the systems used. This issue was resolved when an member host of the 

Zamir-net enabled system in Ljubljana, ABM, connected to Green Net, a 

member of the Association of Progressive Communications. 

In August 1991, Wam Kat, a Dutch volunteer experienced in setting up 

computer-mediated communication systems, joined the Antiwar Campaign 

in Zagreb. By June 1992, the political situation between and within the 

various countries had deteriorated to such a degree that Sarajevo was 

finally cut off. In order to circumvent the reliance upon other network 

systems, a new network was envisaged and implemented. Servers were 

set up in Zagreb and Belgrade, they were named ZAMIR, with the suffix 

ZG for the Zagreb server and BG for the Belgrade server. The initial 

systems used were not solely for Zamir-net and had to make use of 

computers outside of their normal usage hours. The total system was 

termed the 'Zamir Trans-national Network' (ZTN). 

Further improvements including specialist modems to deal with bad 

telephone lines, a dedicated telephone line to the server in Vienna and 

dedicated computers gradually improved the reliability. By the summer of 
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1993 the total number of users had reached 375 in Belgrade and 125 in 

Zagreb, though a number of these were groups sharing a single account. 

Due to the costs involved in maintaining the systems, systems operators 

went unpaid and support was on a voluntary basis. Between 1993 and 

1994, the systems were upgraded and un-interruptible power supplies 

were installed to alleviate the regular power outages. The international 

server was switched in late 1993 from LlNK-ATU in Vienna to BIONIC in 

Bielefield, Germany. This allowed a more regular connection to a full 

Internet server and greater connectivity with other sys~ems. In February 

1994 a node in Ljubljana was set up (ZAMIR-LJ) and in February ­

March1994 Sarajevo came on-line. Sarajevo proved a particularly difficult 

system to install and make operational due to the considerably poor 

conditions in Sarajevo at that time. In October 1994, a fifth system was 
I 

installed in Pristina, Kosovo. This system was referred to as ZANA-PR. (It 

I was called Zana as Zamir was a Serbo-Croat phrase and felt to be a 

politically insensitive language. lana was the name of a character in a 

popular Albanian fairy tale and thought to be a good appropriation.) The 

system was maintained under the auspices of 'Koha', an independent 

magazine.89 

I 

Towards the end of 1994 Zamir-net fully joined the wider grouping of the 

Association of Progressive Communications. This afforded Zamir-net a 

new domain name 'ZTN.APC.ORG' to replace the former 'lER.DE' or 

'COMLlNK.DE' that Zamir-net had been using. This coincided with the 

I 
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designation of separate domain names for the constituent countries of the 

former Yugoslavia (the initial record at lANA was set up on 27 February 

1993).90 By this pOint the number of account holders with Zamir-net had 

risen to 1700 on 5 different servers in 5 countries. Towards the end of 

1994, a further round of improvements were made to the system - a 

change was made in the way the servers communicated. Previously, 

Sarajevo and Zagreb had communicated by connecting to a server in 

Geneva (ICVAGE) operated by the International Council for Voluntary 

Agencies (ICVA), this was switched off after the ICVA closed down their 

'Yugoslav Task Group'. However, by this point Zagreb was able to 

communicate directly with Sarajevo, though due to Sarajevo not having an 

outgoing international line, ZAMIR-ZG had to call ZAMIR-SA. From March 

to May 1995, a new server was set up in Tuzl~, Bosnia-Herzegovina 

(ZAMIR-TZ), this had an international line installed and so was able to 

contact Zagreb directly and it became the main connection for Bosnia-

Herzegovina with Sarajevo calling Tuzla to connect to Zagreb. By the 

middle of 1995, there were some 2,000 users of Zamir-net, by the end of 

the year this had risen to 2,500.91 An 'on-line event' was hosted in 

Sarajevo from 29 March to 10 April 1995 in which a team of journalists 

visited Sarajevo and set up a satellite link via Paris. 92 Unesco and a 

syndication of 30 international newspapers sponsored the event and it 

afforded an opportunity for questions to be posed to the residents of 

Sarajevo.93 
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Following the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords in November 1995, 

Zamir-net suffered in a variety of ways. Not only did the emergence of a 

number of commercial Internet service providers begin to gradually eat 

into the user base but there were also numerous technical difficulties. 

Firstly, the Zamir-net systems were feared not to be year 2000 compliant 

and secondly the software used by Zamir-net was not World Wide Web 

compatible. This was an increasingly problematic issue as amount of 

activity on the I nternet was taking place in web based systems and due to 

its lack of web presence Zamir-net went ignored by the rapidly growing 

new Internet user base who mainly limited themselves to web based 

activity. Finally, Zamir-net systems lacked TCP/IP portability which 

resulted in it being very difficult to get information onto the wider Internet. 94 

The lack of TCP meant that in order for normal Internet systems to access 

the Zamir-net systems they had to go through a 'gateway' that converted 

TCP-conveyed information to the Zamir-net system and vice versa. These 

problems were further complicated as volunteers started to drift away. The 

end of the war and the resumption of normal life meant that those who had 

previously supported Zamir-net on a voluntary basis now found regular 

employment. 

There were also a number of more societal level problems that beset 

Zamir-net. Ivo Skoric and Ed Argo note a general disinclination towards 

'pan-Yugoslav' projects amongst many Croats.95 After many years of 

conflict there was a lack of will to try and build trans-national projects with 
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so much local infra-structural damage. There may also have been 

unwillingness amongst non-peace activists to engage in communication 

with people from the opposing former sides in the conflict. 

The Effectiveness of the Internet and Zamir-net 

As noted in previous chapters, rhetoric surrounding the Internet would lead 

to the expectation that the Internet would allow for a number of 

oppositional activities in the face of the dominant nationalist discourse of 

the time. However, measuring whether media acts in a particular fashion is 

problematic. It may be difficult to actually examine the various ways in 

which the Internet (and associated forms of technology) were used. The 

approach adopted here is to examine the degree to which the Tudman 

regime reacted to the Internet. As indicated above, the Tudman 

administration had opposed and attacked (sometimes covertly, sometimes 

overtly) through a great variety of means every attempt to challenge the 

administration in the media. The Tudman regime sought to restrict the 

critical potential of the mass media in Croatia in many different ways, often 

to great effect. Censorial restriction took the form of direct intervention with 

legal and non-legal means being employed. If either Zamir-net net or the 

Internet were felt to be effectively challenging the dominant system then 

they would be subject to attempts to silence them. 

If censorial attention was directed at either Zamir-net net or the Internet 

then it went almost entirely unrecorded, quite unlike the censoring of other 
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media forms. No accounts exist of Tudman's administration attempting to 

interfere with the Internet accessed through Camet or through later 

commercial Internet service providers. Additionally Predrag Pale, claims 

strongly that no attempt was made to 'interfere with information in Camet 

in any way.'96 Pale further claims that there was no monitoring of content 

viewed or produced that would alert the Tudman administration to anti­

systemic activity. Pale's claims are supported by Ivica Mrkonjic,97 who 

asserted that no attempts were made to restrict the use of the Internet and 

describes how users were free to view and create content as they so 

chose. 

This can be understood as significant when one considers that such an 

activity was certainly possible. Pale contends: 'theoretically and 

technologically it is possible that someone wiretaps communication line 

and records the whole traffic including content then it could be theoretically 

possible to reconstruct data on application level.' (sic)98 However, in the 

case of the Internet and Zamir-net no significant attempts were made to 

prevent communication or use of the media. The attempts by Tudman 's 

administration to limit the Internet and Zamir-net seem negligible when 

compared to the considerable efforts put into restricting, controlling and 

censoring other forms of media. The most common means of access to 

the Internet was through the services provided by Camet. Being a state­

funded system, at least in part, such access could have been monitored. 

Indeed the ability of state, para-state and even commercial organisations 
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to monitor the various forms of Internet traffic has resulted in considerable 

commentary. In a briefing to the European Parliament, Steve Wright notes: 

'Modern communications systems are virtually transparent to the 

advanced interceptions equipment which can be used to listen in.'99 

Unencrypted Internet traffic is particularly vulnerab!e to monitoring and 

numerous state agencies and systems now operate to monitor this traffic. 

Duncan Campbell reports the activities of several countries and details the 

various systems used for observation.1oo In recent years the UK and US 

governments have passed several pieces of legislation that explicitly 

legalise various modes of monitoring electronic communications. 101 

However, Pale stated explicitly that the political administration of the 

Tudman government gave no instructions to monitor nor censor data 

traffic passing through the Carnet system in any form. 102 Data traffic 

passing through the Carnet system was unmonitored and unrecorded. 

This is in spite of the close relationship of the state to the administration of 

the system. 

Tudman's actual failure to attempt to censor the Internet may have been 

itself an indicator of the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of the media. 

That Tudman's administration had censored every other form of media 

that posed a threat but not censored the Internet may indicate that the 

Internet was just not considered worthy of censorship. Carnet, a state 

sponsored entity funded entirely by a government ministry, operating at a 

public level in providing services to universities and research institutes, 
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was a system of communication close to the government that carried 

content that may have contradicted the Government. 

This was not simply an inability to be able to affect the Internet. Numerous 

authors have noted that it proves extremely difficult to censor computer 

mediated communications and the Internet. 103 John Gilmore asserts that: 

'The Net interprets censorship as damage, and routes around it.,104 

However, as noted above in the cases of other forms of media, direct 

intervention or legal restrictions upon media are not the only options for 

controlling media. Malovic and Selnow note the numerous ways in which 

organisations could be persuaded into various political positions.1D5 Lasic 

further substantiates this idea and details the numerous ways in which the 

Tudman administration sought to impede the publication of antithetical 

concerns. 1D6 Furthermore Malovic and Selnow, while acknowledging the 

existence of press freedom in law, argue that there was a general lack of 

the notion of press freedom in social and political discourse of Croatian 

society.107 Though codified in law, individual rights to freedom of speech 

were understood as a 'social need'. Rights were considered not as a way 

of empowering the individual, but were as a means of integrating the 

individual into the meso concept of civil society, the 'self managed 

socialism' ('samoupravni socijalizam' in Serbo-Croat) that Yugoslavia 

promoted.1Da Such a lack of emphasis upon the individual was not only a 

descendent of socialist rule but also an actively maintained ethos, situated 

in law and media codes. 

-186 



Chapter 5: Old, New and Radical Media in Croatia. 

The documentation regarding Zamir-net does recount one incident in 

which censorial activity took place. Wam Kat, the Dutch peace activist 

referred to earlier, responding to a question about censorship in an 

interview claims the following: 

The only reaction we had was about three years ago there was 

an item on Croatian news - the real news broadcasting - that 

there was misinformation sent bye-mail to the rest of the world 

from Croatia, about Croatia. 

We very well knew that they were actually mentioning us. Our 

reaction was very open. 'OK, we were 100% illegal, we know.' 

There is a law in Croatia that says you are not allowed to hook 

up a modem to a telephone line. It was just like Germany in the 

beginning; it was also not allowed yet, you'd had to find systems 

that you'd have to use with voice connectors, very difficult 

systems you had to go around the law. But, we just said, OK, 

this is our telephone numbers, cut us down, we will find a way 

out anyway. Then we were phoning to Austria: 'How do you 

think actually to stop us, or arresting us up?' (laughs) You want 

to have a democratic country, you want to act like a modern 

society, I mean, we are busy building up a super-modern 

society around here. So this was quite more or less half­

aggressive reaction from us. OK, if you want to close it down, 

this is where you'd have to come. (laugh) You go under one 
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telephone line, the only thing you'd have to take care was to 

pay it all the time because it was the only way. If we didn't pay 

it, then they could close it down officially without any other 

problems. (sic)109 

Aside from the factual inaccuracies, (there was no such law about the use 

of a modem on a telephone line), the quote does indicate that Tudmam's 

administration made only very limited attempts to restrict communication. 

Indeed, upon first being contacted by Zamir-net operatives, Carnet offered 

services to Zamir-net, though these services were rejected, possibly as 

Carnet was considered a state entity.11o As noted above, Tudman's 

operatives and various agencies had shown no reticence in attempting to 

stop other forms of communication through a wide variety of means. 

Conversely, Zamir-net received little or no real attention from the Tudman 

administration in this regard. This would seem to indicate a lack of belief in 

the potential of the Internet, Tudman's administration seemingly either did 

not concern themselves with or understand the alleged potential of the 

Internet; the Internet was not felt to be effective media as described in the 

first part of this thesis.111 

Conclusion 

The reaction of the Tudman administration to the increasingly widespread 

use of the Internet is of considerable interest. As noted in previous 

chapters, the Internet is understood within academic and journalistic 

discourse to possess considerable political potential, particularly in 
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environments where existing forms of media are regarded as being 

complicit with forms of state oppression. However, despite an environment 

in which the existing forms of media were subject to considerable attempts 

at control and corralling, the Internet in Croatia was not considered to be 

worthy of such effort. There was a distinct lack of censorial activity directed 

at the Internet. The Internet emerged at a time when an interest in the 

political actions of forms of media was heightened yet they were 

untouched by the regime. To understand this, attention needs to be placed 

upon the particular social form of Croatia at that time, the forms of civil 

debate, and the media through which such debate may be articulated. 
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Chapter 6: Croatian Society and New Media. 

6) Croatian Society and the Internet. 

Introduction 

In the preceding chapter, the emergence and systemic deployment of 

Internet service provision and related technologies in Croatia were 

examined. It was noted how, in Croatia during the 1990s, the Tudman 

administration had sought to repress the expression of contrary opinion to 

the dominant state line in the traditional mass media. Various forms of 

censorship and stricture were frequently used to silence and repudiate 

opposition to the line established by state media. However, in the case of 

the Internet and Zamir-net, no significant efforts to censor or restrict 

access to the systems by Tudman's administration were reported. The 

sponsorship of certain forms of such technology by the state through 

Carnet would have made such monitoring and censorship possible. 

Furthermore, only negligible efforts to restrict the alternative and overtly 

anti-state system, Zamir-net, were reported. The failure of the Tudman 

administration to address the Internet and related technologies is 

interesting as it would seem to run counter to the expectation that if the 

Internet were as effective as it is widely felt to be, then it would have 

attracted the attention of the censors. Zrinjka Perusko Culek1s assertion 

that we may judge the effectiveness of a media by the efforts a state goes 

to in order to oppress it prove enlightening in this instance. 1 Access to the 

Internet and associated systems were neither censored nor restricted as 

they were not understood or felt to be an effective form of media in Croatia 
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at that time. Such ideas seem to run counter to the usual description of the 

potency of the Internet. As detailed in earlier chapters, the Internet is 

understood to bring about new forms of counter-action and to afford new 

opportunities for resistance. Such resistance appears on both a personal 

level and on a more systemic level through the opportunities it offers for 

the dissemination of news and opinion. 

This chapter explores why the Internet and Zamir-net were so highly 

disregarded as a form of anti-systemic or radical media when, according to 

the standard understanding, they had all the potential to be one. It is 

possibly best to carry out this exploration by paying attention to the society 

in question and not to the media form itself. It will be argued that the 

reason for the Internet's failure to perform as expected is due to the 'level' 

at which the media is understood to operate.2 This refers to the various 

arenas of discourse and of conflict, the issues against and through which 

an individual composes an identity. Such debates provide the 'material out 

of which our very identities are constructed in terms of class, race, 

nationality, sexuality, and distinctions between 'us' and 'them' .,3 The 'level 

of operation' concerns the distance between the individual and the media 

that offer such debates. Such distance is of primary significance when 

understanding the interaction between an individual, a society and a form 

of media. Here it is proposed that different societies may have different 

preoccupations that may lead to one form of media being more significant 

in articulating debates than other forms of media. What causes different 
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societies to prioritise different debates and therefore different relationships 

with the various forms of media is addressed in the following chapter and 

centres primarily on the interactions between a society and the 

transformational processes of modernity. 

The 'radical potential' of a media, (which was discussed in preceding 

chapters) may be considered contingent - it is dependent upon media 

articulating debate on a level that is significant to the society at that time. 

Media that operate on alternative levels may not offer the kinds of debates 

that a society finds of particular interest. What determines the 'level' of 

debate that a media offers is related in part to the specific history of the 

media. Traditional mass communications are historically envisaged, at 

least in part, as operating along geographical systems of broadcast4 and 

print media distribution.s While contentious to a certain degree, this 

understanding does coincide with ideas of nation-wide and regional public 

and commercial broadcasting within traditional broadcast media. In 

relation to 'national' systems, studies of nationalism and national identity 

have often highlighted the role that broadcast media have played in the 

formation of political identities.6 Benedict Anderson argues that the 

articulation of a 'nation' by the state through a broadcast media is 

considered a prime concern in the development of states. Though, while it 

would certainly be erroneous to consider all contemporary broadcast 

systems and print media as forms of geographical distribution, it needs to 

be understood that within discourse surrounding broadcasting systems, 
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the boundaries of the state and ideas of locality were both an early and 

dominant strand. 

Conversely, the Internet and other forms of computer-mediated 

communication are typically understood as operating in an 'anti­

geographic' fashion. New media, primarily the Internet, are, as noted 

previously, conceptualised as media that while perhaps based in one 

location are not restricted in terms of reception to a location or geographic 

region. As noted earlier, John Keane has argued that the Internet operates 

not at a national level but at a macro or pan-societallevel.7 The Internet is 

regarded as a global media, available internationally. It was remarked 

previously that Keane proposes that the Internet is a media that offers the 

same experience to hundreds of millions of people.s However, it has also 

been argued that the Internet is considered a media that allows 

considerable individualisation, that through the multiple choices and 

interactivity offered, the individual is able to 'weave' his or her own 

'personal media.' To paraphrase Keane, the Internet may also be 

understood as a 'micro' form of media. 9 These two levels of interaction of 

the Internet with the social world - the pan-national and the micro­

personalised - distinguish the Internet from more nation or geographic 

oriented media. 

Furthermore, the potential of Internet and new media to act as a 

oppositional form of media needs to be understood as a continuation of a 
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narrative of liberal individualism and of Western democratic thought 

combined with certain readings of technology. Such a narrative draws 

strongly upon notions of the press as the guardian of free speech, that in 

the face of governmental pressure, a free media operates as a counter 

force. Furthermore, it is a belief that deeply pathologises incursions of the 

state into civil life, particularly the censorship, ownership or sponsorship of 

the media. Keane argues that such a conception of press liberty is deeply 

and historically woven into political life in Western Europe. 1O 

Yugoslavian and Croatian Civil Life 

However, the use of a media to challenge a dominant belligerent state 

from an individual, liberal, rights oriented perspective has little or no 

history in Croatia or Yugoslavia. Keane notes how the concept of 

individually empowering press freedom 'is a distinctive organising principle 

of the modern European and North American worlds, and that the theory 

and practice of publicly articulating opinions through media of 

communication developed endogenously in no other civilization.'11 The 

emergence of the media as 'fourth estate' or guardian of civil liberty was 

not a widespread moment within Yugoslav Communist discourse. 

Yugoslavia must be understood as having a recent history quite distinctly 

at odds with the path of modernity of Western capitalist societies. While a 

number of the changes that Yugoslavia underwent in the post-World War 

II period may appear similar to those encountered in the West during early 
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modernity, they should be understood as operating in a radically different 

fashion. 

In terms of political legitimacy, the Yugoslav socialist system sought, and 

to a large degree achieved, consent from the populace 'by holding indirect, 

delegative elections of representatives (delegates) at all administrative 

levels.'12 The historic promotion of a discourse of 'collective' rather than of 

individualist notions of citizenship meant that liberal individualist defences 

of press freedom ran counter to cultural patterns. Yugoslav socialist 

discourse rejected the bourgeois distinction of separate spheres of state 

and civil society and instead understood the socialist state to be an 

exemplification of the will of the people. David Riddel contends that 'as 

part of the conception of a socialist society, Yugoslav leaders do not see 

political institutions in terms of a 'bourgeois democracy'.' 13 Instead, a 

system was advocated in which 'citizens themselves will actively 

participate in political decision-making at all levels.,14 The intention being 

to acquire political legitimacy through the integration of individuals into the 

decision making process of the state and to radically decentralise the 

functioning of the state to smaller councils and civic associations. 

Such was the extent of this integratory aspect of self-management that 

Zeljko Kovacevic reports that in 1957 one in every ten adults was, in some 

way, an elected representative. 15 The degree to which such projects 

succeeded in disseminating the state into everyday life and in bringing 
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individuals into the state is debatable and has been widely contested. 16 

However, regardless of the actual success of such a policy, the pursuit of 

this socialist agenda resulted in a considerable reduction in the notion of 

the individual or the individual as a primary element of society in Yugoslav 

political discourse. Individual rights were understood in an instrumental 

fashion, a device through which society may progress and develop. Slavko 

Splichal contends, 'By guaranteeing individual rights and freedoms, 

society as a whole becomes responsible for establishing facilities and 

providing resources for institutions to guarantee these rights.,17 Individual 

rights, such as they were, were understood as a means by which society 

as a whole benefited and not as a fundamental truth of human existence. 

Yugoslavia can also be understood as distinct from other former 

Communist states in that it did not have a national 'indigenous anti­

Communist movement.,18 In many Communist countries a strong 

articulation of anti-Communist discourse was founded upon nation-wide 

formations, for example 'Solidarity' in Poland or 'Charter 77' in 

Czechoslovakia. In Yugoslavia, the situation was markedly different, the 

Communist project was indistinguishable from the notion of the pan-Slavic 

state of Yugoslavia itself. Yugoslavia was conceptualised in political 

discourse as a collective of nations under a socialist banner and 

unimaginable as a nation outside of the discourse of socialism. Jim Seroka 

argues that; 'the concepts of Yugoslavia as a state and socialism as its 

ideology were inseparably linked. ,19 The idea of Yugoslavia itself was 
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unthinkable if divorced from Communist discourse, Yugoslavia was 

inseparable from a notion of Communism. Accordingly, no national or 

Yugoslav-wide basis for resistance to Communism could occur. 

Therefore, the forms of resistance that existed in other Communist 

countries, manifested in the production of anti-systemic literature, the 

Samizdat tradition, were not present in Yugoslavia. Furthermore, there 

was little if any tradition of the press operating in a counter or anti-

systemic fashion in Yugoslavia; 'The Titoists ... conceived of the press 

explicitly in terms of underpinning the system ... Objectivity was explicitly 

scorned as a 'bourgeois' notion. Journalists, rather, were instructed to 

seNe as a 'meaningful force in society,.'2o As such the press were not 

understood as an individually empowering phenomenon but instead as a 

beneficial element to society. They were intrinsically tied to ideas of 

society and nation. 

I n spite of the attempts to integrate all society into the notion of the state, 

resistance was present in the old Yugoslavia. In other transition societies, 

resistance to the dominant Communist system had tended to be 

articulated on a nation state level. In many countries resistance took the 

form of social movements proposing specific national level reforms.21, The 

'Solidarity' movement (a free non-state trade union) for example, 

eventually had 12 million members (out of a work force of 16 million) 

across Poland.22 'Solidarity' was a national organisation, built along anti­
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state discourse but pro-worker lines. However, in Yugoslavia, and to some 

degree in Czechoslovakia, being states composed of a number of 

constituent nations, resistance operated differently. In these countries 

resistance was articulated through constituent nation nationalist discourse. 

The predominant pan-Yugoslav identity rendered a constituent nation 

national identity 'the primary form of differentiation within Yugoslavia.,23 

Actual opposition to the system of power within the Yugoslav state took on 

a specific nationalist form, articulated in the different constituent nations in 

slightly different fashions?4 Mirjana Gross proposes that in Croatia, 

nationalist identity took a number of pathways.25 Ante Cuvalo identifies two 

distinct forms of nationalist identity. Firstly, a pan-Yugoslav identity in 

which Croatia was submerged into a 'wider, south Slavic (including 

Bulgaria), unity.,26 Secondly, an ideological position which advocated 'a 

distinct Croatian national development and independent state as the only 

guarantee of national consolidation, existence and property.'27 Croat 

identity was defined as distinct from Yugoslav identity in a number of 

ways, for, as Torfing argues 'there was a common political identity at the 

federal level' , a 'relational totality of cultural, religious, social and economic 

differences at the republican level.'28 

The situation in Croatia was further complicated by the rise of Serb 

nationalism within the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and, following 

Croatia's declaration of secession in 1991, the military conflicts. The 

recent Croatian nation, articulated and utilised by Tudman's 
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administration, was imagined first and foremost as an ethnic nation, 

formed in opposition to the imagination of the other constituent nations of 

the former Yugoslavia. Michael Ignatieff views Croat nationalism as an 

articulation of a 'narcissism of minor difference', 'a Croat... is someone 

who is not a Serb .... Without hatred of the other, there would be no clearly 

defined national self to worship and adore.,29 This is a position that Sharon 

Fisher regards as grossly reductionist but fundamentally correct. 30 

Croatia's nationalism was primarily an ethnic conception,31 emerging prior 

to the development of a state, essentially nationalism in the old, 

Durkheimian, pre-modern sense.32 Dejan Trickovic describes the central 

form of such a nationalism as 'Volkgeist', the 'people's spirit', and argues 

that in Yugoslavia 'Volkgeist has become the dominant topos of social 

discourse, comparable in significance and practical implications to 

Foucault's "man' in the epoch of modernity.'33 From the outset, Croatia, 

under Tudman, placed at the heart of its national agenda an element of 

pre-modernity, the ethnic nation. 34 Ignatieff, in describing the emergence 

of the Croat state from the position of Serbs living in the Krajina region of 

Croatia offers the following view: 

Croatia's independence constitution described itself as the state 

of the Croatian nation... When the Croats revived the 

Sahovinca, the red and white chequered shield, as their new 

flag, Serbs took one look and believed the Ustashe had 

returned ... When Serbs were dismissed from the Croatian 

police and judiciary in the summer and autumn of 1990, the 
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Serbian minority concluded that they were witnessing the return 

of an ethnic state, with a genocidal past.35 

John Allcock contends that the naming of single enemy or form of 

opposition proved key in the contemporary emergence of a Croatian, or 

even a general Balkan nationalism: 

The dialectical nature of national self-definition is vital in 

understanding nationality in the Balkans. One cannot attempt to 

understand what it means to be a Slovene, a Croat or a 

Macedonian without addressing the question of which relevant 

boundary is defined by these expressions of identity. Each has 

its relevant antithesis.36 

In Croatia, resistance to the Yugoslav pan-Slav socialist project took the 

form of ethnic nationalism, based upon an ethnic conception of Croats and 

recently, both importantly and dialectically, that of Serbs. It involved a 

promotion of symbols dedicated to an imagined, though politically potent 

notion of an ethnic people distinct from other Yugoslav peoples. 

Individualisation and the Path through Modernity 

Croatia's history has proven somewhat different from that of most Western 

states. Therefore, narratives that have recounted the evolution of 

modernity in the West and its attendant preoccupations with individuality 

and identity may not prove applicable to Croatia. Croatia's rather jagged 

history places it quite severely at odds with the narratives of individuality 

and modernity described by authors such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony 
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Giddens.37 Allcock goes as far as to propose 'the root problem is that 'real 

socialist' systems did not offer an alternative to the route to modernity 

presented by capitalism ... socialism can be regarded as an anti-modern 

force, at least in it effects, if not its ideological vision.'38 

For Beck and Giddens the processes of modernity, a series of transitions 

affecting society, which will be covered in the following chapter, have 

resulted in a new form of identity emerging in late-modern societies. 

Giddens has described the fascination with identity in many forms of 

Western life as exemplifying a process of individualisation, a 

disengagement with more traditional forms of identity formation. For 

Giddens social life in certain Western societies is now at a stage where 

the more traditional forms of social identification are being superseded and 

replaced with a form of identification concerned with the 'self' or the 

'reflexive' production of identity. Identity in the late-modern world has 

become a 'trajectory', a path in which we seek to define our own identities. 

Late-modernity is characterised by numerous quests for 'personal growth' 

or 'self realisation'. Identity has become the main site of contest in late­

modern societies. Manuel Castells proposes that identity is 'the main 

source of meaning in a historical period characterised by widespread 

destructuring of organisations, delegitimation of institutions, fading away of 

major social movements and ephemeral cultural expression.'39 The de­

traditionalisation that distinguishes Western, late-modern life from earlier 

social systems partially concerns the repositioning of traditional 
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frameworks and patterns of action within reflexively arrived at locations. 

Traditions become an item of consumption for the modern world, a lifestyle 

choice and are no longer a binding force. In place of the fixed nature of 

tradition and rigid social mores comes another force, the emphasis on the 

personal, of defining the individual in relation to the local social world, 

'individuals must produce, stage and cobble together their biographies 

themselves.'4o Identity is now something chosen and sought after rather 

than something imposed. 

Croatia's relationship with the forces and elements of modernity mean that 

the individual can be seen as constituted differently to societies described 

by Beck, Castells and Giddens. For while Beck and Giddens describe a 

series of 'modernities', periods in which societies disengage themselves 

from traditional social systems, Croatia's experience with selective 

elements of this process places it at odds with the linear and progress 

oriented pattern experienced by certain Western societies. The 

Communist system, and later the styled 'self managing socialism', actively 

sought to renegotiate the relationships of the individual to social power 

structures such as institutional religion, the family, education systems and 

the governmental decision-making process. The resulting system 

contained pre-modern and a-modern structures including the lack of 

separation of powers between the state and other forms of social authority 

and the notion of social rather than individual ownership of property. The 

system also contained elements of a modern state such as: a high degree 
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of industrialisation, welfare state provisions, urbanisation and highly 

developed bureaucratic infrastructures. 

Slarov Zizek writes how observers initially sought to understand the 

emergence of nationalism in countries of the former Federal Yugoslav 

Republics by proposing that the nationalism of constituent countries was 

'covered up' by Communist discourse.41 When Communism 'imploded' the 

underlying nationalisms reasserted themselves. Zizek challenges this 

notion by proposing that the 'new nationalisms' were actually a reaction, a 

'kind of 'shock absorber" against the insecurity caused by the sudden 

application of capitalism the previously statist markets.42 Similarly, Beck 

has noted that the process of transformation in certain post-Communist 

societies has been interwoven with an emergent form of nationalism. He 

attributes this nationalism to a feeling of economic insecurity in the face of 

globalisation, the inflation of necessary skills to be an active member of 

the workforce and the threats to employment opportunities. The 

emergence of such 'new nationalisms' stalls the progress towards 

'reflexive-modernisation' that Beck sees as essential in the movement 

towards the individualisation of identity.43 Such nationalism presents a 

critical impediment to the process of modernisation of the civic sphere. 

The process of transition from the former system in Croatia to a 

parliamentary free market system was further complicated by the various 

conflicts. Verun Katunaric contends that Croatia was considered to be one 
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of the most 'individualised' societies of the all the former socialist countries 

prior to the start of hostilities.44 However, the Croatian nationalist 

glorification of ethnicity, of a Croat land, a Volkgeist, placed further 

impediments to the development of 'reflexive-modernity' and 

individualisation typified by Western liberal democracies. Examples of this 

nationalist discourse include: the reinstatement of the Sahovinca and the 

Ustashe currency, the Kuna, and the promotion of anti-intellectual projects 

such as 'Narve Art'. Instead of the gradual, long term and linear path taken 

by many Western societies as they disengage themselves from 

traditionalism by progressing through a series or waves of modernity, 

Croatia has encountered the forces of modernity in a radical and disjointed 

fashion. Indeed, some authors have spoken of Yugoslavia's and Croatia's 

direct disengagement from the process of modernisation,45 and even of 

the 'aborting' of the project within Yugoslavia.46 

Croatia's history within Yugoslavia, its turbulent secession and periods of 

conflict meant that it encountered the trans-formative elements of 

modernity in a different sequence to that of most Western countries. 

Riddell describes Yugoslavia as an 'undeveloped, poverty stricken 

peasant buffer between the Austro-Hungarian and Turkish empires' in the 

early to middle 20th century.47 The rapid industrialisation and 

bureaucratisation of the early Soviet influenced period,48 the 

disengagement with the Soviet empire, the new constitution and the 

development of a self-managed socialism all resulted in a radically 
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different form of civillife.49 In the period leading up to and following 

secession, a fresh wave of changes took place, the emergence of an 

ethnic nation, a period of national conflict and a transition from socialist to 

capitalist society.5o A number of authors have argued that since 1991, 

Croatia has experienced two stages of modernisation: the first period saw 

the emergence of a non-ethnic nation while the second period was one of 

quasi-reflexive-modernity and para-individualisation.51 This disjointed 

encounter with modernity resulted in a social form quite distinct from those 

usually studied when examining the Internet. 

The Media and Levels of Debate. 

As stated above, the political situation of Croatia during the 1990s, was 

one of conflicts related to nationalist issues and resulted in a heightened 

nationalist agenda in civil life. Mass media have often operated at national 

or at least geographic levels and have consequentially organised debate 

at national levels. As well as operating on a national and geographic basis, 

mass media offer a level of discourse centred upon a similarly-sized social 

field. As discussed in the preceding chapters, Keane understands mass 

media as providing a meso-level of debate, a forum for the discussion of 

issues of an identity based around nationality. The specific situation of 

Croatia during the 1990s raised issues that are articulated by mass media 

to pre-eminence. Discourse was centred on concerns that found their 

voice through print and broadcast media. The debate, either support or 

opposition for the nationalist agenda was found in old media. It was noted 
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previously that in addition to the numerous Tudman controlled media - the 

. vast majority of the TV and radio stations and the majority of newspapers 

and magazines - there were several opposition forms of old media, most 

notably the radio station Radio 101 and the satirical magazine Feral 

Tribune. Such examples of mass or old media articulated contrary 

discourse and debate. It was at the level of old media that the debates of 

the time were conducted. Issues such as national identity were best 

articulated in media that operated at such a meso level. Media that 

operated at other levels, such as the Internet (which was deemed as 

operating at the micro and macro levels) would not be seen as offering 

debates at a level that mattered. The model of the Internet as offering a 

new space for political activity was not appropriate as it was based on 

societies with different conceptions of the role of the media and of the way 

in which an individual interacts with the media. The articulation of anti­

hegemonic discourse, the activity of alternative political activity, took place 

in media forms that were associated with the deployment of identity at a 

nationalist level. Tudman's regime made little or no effort to restrict the 

operation of either the Internet or Zamir-net. However, this ignoring of the 

Internet and Zamir-net was not an oversight, rather it was a reaction to the 

media that mattered. It was an automatic, systematic assessment; the 

Internet and Zamir-net did not seem to make a difference, therefore they 

were not opposed or restricted. This is not attributing a degree of cunning 

to Tudman's regime. Instead, it is proposed that the administrationor the 

aspects of it that were concerned with censorship, operated as a form of 
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reaction, attaci<:ing the old forms of media. It was a seemingly unconscious 

but accurate assessment of the significance of the media's possible affects 

on the debates of the time. The Internet simply did not operate at the 

correct level for its oppositional potential to affect the dominant discourse. 

Without the predominantly Western individualist conception of identity the 

effective nature of the Internet could not be realised. The Internet is 

understood to operate at the individual level of instantiation, this what 

Keane refers to as the micro sphere. In Croatia, this form of identity had 

yet to be achieved. Croatia's nationalist agenda in public life, a reaction to 

the conflicts and as part of a more general trend within post-socialist 

countries, prevented such forms of identity emerging. In Croatia of the 

1990s, the Internet in its various forms lacked effectiveness as it was 

speaking to individuals at a different level- not the level of identity 

formation. 

Conclusion 

The Internet in Croatia during the 1990s failed to offer an effective 

articulation of contrary discourse, unlike the traditional media forms of 

magazines such as Feral Tribune, and of broadcast media such as Radio 

101. The Internet and Zamir-net did not operate at the topical level of 

debate; they were articulating forms of discussion ill-suited to social 

conditions. The forms of action which the Internet was supposed to enable 

- micro-identity formation and in turn resistance to dominant political 
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paradigms and systems of thought - were not present to a large degree in 

Croatian political discourse. Without the presence of such discursive 

moments, the potency of the Internet to enable the articulation of action 

such as micro-identity formation was reduced. Croatia's particular 

encounter with the processes of modernisation and its recent political 

history meant that individualised forms of action (those that typify many 

contemporary Western societies and which the Internet seems to 

articulate so well) were not the key issues of debate. The influence of the 

Internet in Croatia was strongly tied to the social form of the time. The next 

chapter will expand upon this argument by examining the relationship of 

media and the social and political form of a society. 
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systems that offered sUbstance and continuity to life: the state, religion, 

and the nuclear family. In their place emerges a newer form of society and 

mechanism of identity formation, the individualised society. This argument 

has also been followed up in later texts. 

Ulrich Beck, 'The Debate on the Individualization Theory in Today's 

Sociology in Germany' in B.Schafers, Soziologie Special Edition 3, (1994), 

191-200. 

Ulrich Beck, 'The Reinvention of Politics: Towards a Theory ofReflexive 

Modernisation', in Reflexive Modernisation: Politics, Tradition and 

Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, ed. by U.Beck, A.Giddens and 

S.Lash (Cambridge: Polity Press: 1994) pp.1-55. 

Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth Beck-Gernsheim, 'Individualization and 

'Precarious Freedoms': Perspectives and Controversies of a Subject­

orientated Sociology' in Detraditionalisation, ed. by P. Heelas, S. Lash and 

P. Morris (Massachusetts: Blackwell,1996), pp.23-48. 
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Ulrich Beck, 'Living your Own Life in a Runaway World: Individualisation, 


Globalisation and Politics', in On the Edge: Living with Global Capitalism, 


ed. by W. Hutton and A. Giddens (London: Johnathan Cape, 2000) 


pp. 164-174. 


Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth Beck-Gernsheim, Individualisation (London: 


Sage, 2002). 


Anthony Giddens has concerned himself with many areas of social 

thought and his work has been considered as not so much a complete 

social theory but as a 'general guide for what exists in the social. world.' 

Ian Craib, Modern Social Theory (New York: Wheatsheaf, 1992), p.112. 

His theories have also been described as a set of 'tools' to be used as the 

need arises. 

Ira Cohen, 'Structuration Theory and Social Order: Five Issues in Brief', in 

Anthony Giddens: Critical Assessments Vol. 2, ed. by C. Bryant and D. 

Jary (London: Routledge, 1997) p.332. 

Simplistically stated, Giddens' career may be divided into three inter-linked 

stages. His early work was concerned with a major re-evaluation of the 

key thinkers in classical Sociology. His middle work, perhaps his major 

contribution to social thought, was a systematic interpretation of 

structuration in which he sought, some would say unsuccessfully, to 

integrate interpretative theories of action into a theory of society. While 

maintaining a concept of society as a whole, (as a Structural-Functionalist 

would), Giddens brought to bear analytic elements from the 'linguistic turn' 

in theory and ethnomethodolgy. 

Craib, 1992. p.111 . 

Furthermore, Giddens historicizes a notion of identity formation in a similar 

fashion to that of Beck and it is within the second phase that Giddens's 

work has proven most sympathetic with that of Beck. In offering a re­

evaluation of structuration, Giddens proffers the notion that identity is 

constituted in differing fashions as the form of Modernity changes. As with 
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Beck, Giddens considers a number of Western capitalist societies as 

experiencing a new more intensified engagement with the project of 

Modernity. Giddens contends that while distinct from the previous form of 

Modernity this experience is not post-Modernity, as it is still essentially a 

continuation of Modernity, it is 'high' or 'late' Modernity. This assertion, 

formulated in a number of volumes, proved highly influential and played a 

considerable part in his third phase. The third phrase of Giddens's work is 

an examination of the impact of Modernity upon industrial society and the 

contribution of Blairism, Third Way' politics and other left-centrist social 

democratic programmes. 
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. 7) Social Form, Media Potency - the Processes of 

Modernisation 

Introduction 

The ability of a media to affect a society in which it is deployed is deeply 

linked to the history, cultural motifs and politics of the society. This chapter 

will examine how certain forms of media (mass-media such as 

newspapers, radio and television and new media, such as the Internet) are 

inextricably linked to particular and historical modes of social life. In doing 

so a conception of modernity from the work of Anthony Giddens and Ulrich 

Beck will be drawn upon. This conception itself derives, at least in part, 

from classic sociological theory and particularly the ideas of Max Weber. 

modernity, as defined by Weber, refers to a social form that has been 

present in numerous industrial, capitalist societies, it is the 'modes of 

social life or organisation which emerged in Europe from about the 

seventeenth century onwards and which became more or less worldwide 

in their influence.'1 However, modernity refers to more than just a cultural 

form and this chapter will examine how it is regarded as a system of 

processes that over time reposition members of society into different social 

frameworks of meaning. Of key interest in this area is the proposal that 

modernity, the nation state, and the mass media are deeply linked. 

Authors such as: Benedict Anderson,2 Philip Schlesinger,3 Ernest Gellner4 

and John Thompsons have examined the integration of the mass media 

into this association and their work will be used in this respect. 
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Furthermore, a number of theorists have proposed that contemporary 

advanced capitalist societies are now so dramatically different from earlier 

modern societies that they need to be regarded as post-modern in their 

social or cultural form.6 At the very least, the cultural artefacts produced by 

such late-capitalist societies need to be understood as post-modern, if not 

entirely symptomatic of a post-modern culture.7 The former claim is 

challenged by a number of authors who see the phenomena as 

symptomatic not of post-modernity, but of a later stage in modernity, a 

social form referred to as 'late-modernity,8 or 'reflexive-modernity.,9 This 

dispute, as to whether the various phenomena represent a break or a 

continuation, has received considerable attention elsewhere and will only 

be examined cursorily here. 10 Instead, attention will focus upon how new 

social forms, such as post or late-modernity, entail levels of debate that 

are best articulated by new media such as the Internet. As noted in 

previous chapters, forms of media enable particular forms of discussion; 

the mass media afford discussion at a meso, regional or national level, 

whilst new media such as the Internet allow for a more individualist, micro­

discursive mode. Accordingly, this chapter explores the relationship 

between modernity and mass media before moving on to an examination 

of the interrelatedness of late-modern social forms and the types of 

debates that may be articulated through new media. 
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Defining Modernity 

Modernity has been understood as encompassing a variety of phenomena 

and forms of action. For example, Brian Turner, summarising Weber, 

proposes that modernity be understood as a social form where: 

the social world comes under the domination of asceticism, 

secularisation, the universalistic claims of instrumental 

rationality, the differentiation of the various spheres of the life­

world, the bureaucratisation of economic, political and military 

practices and the growing monetarisation of values. 11 

Moreover, the conflation of the terms 'modern,' 'modernity' and 

'modernism' presents complications. For example, JOrgen Habermas 

refers to the life world being 'infected by modernism', and 'aesthetic 

modernity' being equivalent to 'the modern avant-garde spirit.'12 Seeking 

to resolve such issues Scott Lash, in a close reading of Weber's work, 

proposes that the 'modern' be understood by reference to the art 

movement of modernism, itself a reaction to the challenges presented by 

modernity.13 A further conflation is the notion of 'modernisation' as a form 

of progress in terms of evolutionary or teleological accounts of history. 

Modernisation is ascribed values, linked to narratives of progress and 

development. While aspects of modernity may be regarded as 

progressive, inferring the processes of modernisation as inherently 

progressive proves, as Zygmunt Bauman has shown, problematic. 14 

Common to most accounts of modernity, however, is the notion that it is a 

mode or fashion of societal formation that is in some way distinct from 
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what went before. Modernity is a specific form of social life that is in many 

ways distinct from previous forms of social life. It is perhaps most clearly 

defined by its conscious emphasis upon opposition to, or movement away 

from, tradition. Modernity is explicitly articulated as a form of social life that 

is based upon a rejection of the 'old.' However, as Giddens notes, in many 

instances modernity has 'rebuilt tradition as it has dissolved it,' tradition 

serves in many Western modern societies as the basis and legitimisation 

of political power. 15 Giddens argues that modernity and the formulating 

processes of modernisation are more complex and multi-dimensional. 

Modernity emerges in relation to, and is characterised by, three 

interrelated modernising processes: the separation of time and space, the 

disembedding of social systems through abstract systems, and the 

reflexive ordering and reordering of sociallife.16 It is worth addressing 

each of these in turn. 

In pre-modern systems, time and space were to a large part deeply 

integrated. Giddens argues that virtually all social systems have a way of 

ordering time, however pre-modern 'time reckoning ... always linked time 

with place. ,17 Time was understood as related to socio-spatial markers, it 

was not possible to understand time outside of the spatial location in which 

a referring event occurred, "when' was almost universally either connected 

with 'where' or identified by regular natural occurrences.,18 Within 

modernity, time-space linkages were shattered; time becomes to a certain 

degree, universal, conceivable away from spatial location. Giddens 
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proposes that the significance of such a separation is three-fold. Firstly, 

the separation of time space leads to the possibility of 'disembedding', 

which shall be discussed further on. It allows modern life to break away 

from local practices and habits. Secondly, rationalised organisation is 

made possible by the disjuncture of time from space. While authors such 

as Weber noted the static and repressive nature of bureaucracies, the 

'iron cage of bureaucracy', Giddens notes their dynamism when compared 

with pre-modern social systems. Modern bureaucratic systems afford a 

connection between different levels of social life, between the 'local and 

the global in ways which would have been unthinkable in pre-modern 

times.'19 Thirdly, the disjuncture of time from space affords the possibility 

. of the appropriation of history in a unified manner that will allow for 

planning for future events.zo 

Giddens argues that the process of disembedding social systems 

distinguishes modernity from pre-modernity. Dissembedding refers to the 

way in which social change is related to the 'shifting alignments of time 

and space.'21 Giddens identifies two types of disembedding mechanisms 

present in the shift from pre-modernity to modernity. Firstly, the 

development of symbolic tokens, of which Giddens considers money to be 

the most significant. Money provides a way in which space can be 

obtained between an individual and their possessions, emphasising time­

space distanciation. Modern economic systems extend the 

disembeddedness to a greater degree than in any pre-modern system. 
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Money accentuates the degree of time-space dislocations to a more acute 

state. Giddens argues, however, that money does not 'flow' but allows the 

opportunity for instantaneous transfers of power that were inconceivable 

under pre-modern systems. Secondly, Giddens draws attention to the 

multiplicity of 'expert systems' - the related and regulated procedures that 

permeate modern Iife.z2 Such systems provide methods of control for the 

multiple forms of activity that occur in modern life, examples include traffic 

systems, health and safety conventions and any other corpus of 

knowledge disembodied from its originating discourse that affects social 

life. 

Giddens notes that all human action contains a degree of reflexivity, even 

traditional societies do not unquestioningly follow the prescriptions of 

previous generations.z3 Anthropological studies illustrate how traditional 

societies are aware of what their traditions do and the possible functions 

that they fulfil.24 What differentiates reflexivity in the age of modernity from 

previous systems is the way in which 'the production of systematic 

knowledge about social life becomes integral to system reproduction, 

rolling life away from the fixities of tradition.,z5 Within modernity there has 

been a systemic appropriation of the knowledge of society for the 

legitimisation of social action. This is substantively different from pre­

modern societies where traditions legitimated action. Tradition may still be 

used in the legitimisation of action within modernity but it is no longer the 
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final point, rather tradition itself is legitimated by reflexive action and by 


appropriation into rationalised action. 


It is these three processes, the separation of time and space, the 

disembedding of social systems through abstract systems, and the 

reflexive ordering and reordering of social life, that have resulted in the 

specific social form of modernity in the West. Integral to such a social form 

are the institutional entities, integrated acutely into many facets of social 

life. Giddens views these as operating in four distinct but deeply 

interrelated dimensions of life: capitalism, surveillance, military power and 

industrialism. 

We can define these terms further. capitalism describes the mode of 

distribution centred upon the private ownership of the means of 

production. Ideally, it involves a specific separation or 'insulation of the 

economic from the political.,26 While capitalism itself tends to be a trans­

national phenomenon it requires systems that can only be instantiated 

within the remit of nation states. Surveillance refers to the 'supervision of 

subject populations in the political sphere.'27 It involves not only the direct 

application of power in a Foucauldian sense, but also the control of 

information. Surveillance technologies and procedures necessary for the 

administration and deployment of contemporary capitalism could only exist 

in modern societal forms. Military power involves the monopoly of violence 

and control over the means of institutional violence, such as police and 

armed forces, within the boundaries of a nation state. While violence was 
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a constant feature of pre-modern societies such concentrations tended to 

be short-lived. Modernity sees the centring of political projects within the 

legitimate state apparatus, affording long-term, and to some degree, 

peaceful transitions of power. Finally, industrialism refers to the broad 

system of means of production that involve the 'inanimate sources of 

material power in the production of goods.,28 

These institutional dimensions operate across national borders. Indeed, 

Giddens notes that sociology, in its attempts to understand modernity, 

may be better off concerning itself with 'how social life is ordered across 

time and space' than just within national boundaries.29 Globalisation is 

widely understood to be a force detrimental to the existence of nation 

states. For example, Arjun Appadurai has argued that the new flows of 

people, technology, ideology, money and culture will lead to a gradual 

decline in the power of the nation state. 30 Giddens challenges such views 

by proposing that the legitimisation of nation states arises not from some 

historic form but from being in an international system: 'the sovereignty of 

the modern state was from the first dependent upon the relations between 

states,' 31 (Italics in original.) The modern world system was international 

from the outset, it was always a globalising force. Modern life has not been 

about the decline of the nation state. Instead, Giddens argues that: 

The history of the past two centuries is thus not one of the 

progressive loss of sovereignty on the part of the nation state ... 

Loss of autonomy on the part of some states or groups of states 
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has often gone along with an increase in that of others.32 (Italics 

in original.) 

Indeed, as Manuel Caste lis contends, modern social systems with their 

wide-scale bureaucracies, rational systems of law, conscious 

denouncement of traditional knowledge in favour of rational bodies of 

knowledge (while in many instances still drawing upon tradition for 

legitimisation), industrial systems of production, and capitalist mode of 

distribution were exemplified by nation states.33 The nation state provided 

a means by which the systems of modernisation, as detailed by Giddens, 

may be instantiated into a form that could be coherently proffered to 

citizens or subjects. If the nation state provides a system by which the 

processes of modernisation may take place there is also a degree of 

reciprocity in that the nation state is understood as a consequence of 

modernity. 

Modernity and the Nation State 

In examining the relationship of the nation state to modernity it may be 

noted that sociology has perhaps subjected the study of the nation state to 

'benign neglect.,34 While a number of key sociological or 'contextualist,35 

traditions do exist,36 attention here will focus upon the somewhat 

complementary theories of Gellner37 and Anderson.38 As indicated 

previously, modernity and the nation state are deeply linked. However, the 

nature of this linkage is complex and multi-faceted. Gellner's proposal, first 
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set forth in 1964, elaborated in 1983 and restated in 1997, contends that 

the nation state and nationalism emerge out of the conditions of 

modernity. Moving away from approaches, such as that of Elie Kedourie,39 

that regard the nation state simply as a by-product of the progress of 

modernity, Gellner argues thatthe nation state 'is the necessary ... 

correlate of certain social conditions, and these do happen to be our 

conditions, and they are also very widespread, deep and pervasive.'4o 

(Italics in original.) While Gellner proposes that modernity offered the 

correct conditions for the emergence of nationalism and even caused it: 

'nationalism is rooted in modernity,,41 he views the relationship between 

nation states, nationalism and modernity as inherently reciprocal. Gellner's 

model of the emergence of nation states describes how societies change 

in relation to industrial development. Gellner proposes that nation states 

emerged as the most appropriate way to deal with the demands of 

industrialism. Antique social conglomerations were modified and in turn 

reconciled to the necessities of industrial production. Attendant to the 

emergence of a nation state as a political entity was the necessity of 

nationalism, the articulation of discourse that allowed the nation to be 

imagined by its members. Utilising central Europe in the post-Napoleonic 

wars era, Gellner describes an abstract model of the way the 'nation' 

emerges through a series of five transitions or stages in societal 

consciousness.42 This is a theme also followed by Anderson,43 however, 

while Gellner is primarily concerned with the emergence of nations as 

political entities, Anderson is concerned with evolution of the 'psychic' 
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qualities of nations and nationalism. Particular attention is paid towards 

how, in addition to the material conditions that allowed for (and perhaps 

necessitated) their emergence, nations also needed to be 'imagined'; 

'What makes people love and die for nations, as well as hate and kill in 

their name?,44 Anderson contends that it was a convergence of certain 

conditions, occurring in early-modernity, which afforded the emergence of 

the 'Imagined Community' of the nation. Anderson proposes that the 

emergence of print technologies along with the rapid growth of mercantile 

capitalism resulted in the gradual decline of the variety of languages 

spoken in a region. This afforded the potential for the emergence of a 

'national print language' that consequentially allowed for the 'possibility of 

a new form of imagined community, which in its basic morphology set the 

stage for the modern nation.,45 Furthermore, Anderson explores the way in 

which the nation allows for emotional commitment by citizens. This affords 

a continuation or replacement for the feelings of belonging that 

industrialism was removing from traditional systems of affiliation such as 

the extended family group or clan. The processes of modernisation that 

brought about new systems of production, consequentially afforded new 

means of affiliation between individuals. The articulation of such imagined 

communities of nations was possible due to the extension of print 

technology and the widespread understanding of a national language . 
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Modernity and the Mass Media 

Mass media are often understood to be an essential element of modernity 

and of the emergence of nationalism. Gellner proposes that 'it is the media 

themselves, the persuasiveness and importance of abstract, centralised, 

one to many communication, which itself automatically engenders the core 

idea of nationalism.'46 Sclesinger, however, argues that Gellner contends 

that mass media and the resultant 'national identity' are little more than a 

by-product of the formation of a nation state, which is itself a consequence 

of the technological innovations of the 18th , 19th , and 20th centuries.47 

Furthermore, Gellner's theory seemingly lacks a means by which national 

culture is actively invented and recreated. It is without the Andersonian 

dimension of a social, spiritual or cultural construct of the nation. 

Thompson offers a solution to this problem arguing that modernity is 

specifically linked to the expansion of mass communication systems.48 

The rise of mass communication is contributory towards, and a condition 

of, modernity and, as such, has paid a considerable part in the spatial and 

temporal definition of social life in modernity. Thompson notes that mass 

communication involved the emergence of technical and institutional 

means of production and diffusion. By this he is proposing that mass 

communication media owe their existence to two interrelated factors: the 

development of technical innovations that were commercially exploitable 

and that such exploitations have taken place in an institutional fashion. 

Mass media in part arose because of the institutional adoption of certain 
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technical methods and technologies, institutions that were only possible 


with the forms of systemisation that occurred in modernity. 


It is in the development of such institutional systems that Thompson 


identifies a considerable degree of interrelatedness with mass 


communication systems.49 Such mass communication systems,50 typified 


as old media, were made possible by the social formations brought about 


by the processes of modernity. 


The emergence of a sense of national identity - and indeed of 

nationalism, understood as the channelling of national identity 

into the explicit pursuit of political objectives - was closely 

linked to the development of new means of communication 

which enabled symbols and ideas to be expressed and diffused 

in a common language. 51 (Italics in original.) 

Furthermore, Thompson regards it as highly plausible that: 

(t)he formation of national communities, and of the distinctly 

modern sense of belonging to a particular, territorially bas.ed 

nation, was linked to the development of new systems of 

communication which enabled individuals to share symbols and 

beliefs expressed in a common language - that is, to share 

what might roughly be called a national tradition - even though 

these individuals may never have interacted directly.52 

The mass media, an institutional entity, built into the economic and social 

fabric of the nation, affording symbolic forms specifically produced for 
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public consumption outside of the temporal and spatial location of their 

production, allowed for the construction of national identities. Mass media 

operate in concert with other features of modernity and help to express 

and to formulate the modern form of the nation state. Modernity is implicitly 

defined by its pre-eminent form of social affiliation, the nation state - an 

entity that is only possible with the emergence of the mass media. 

Modernity exists in an intricate relationship with mass media and mass 

media affords the expression of those forms of identity that typify 

modernity, while modernity provides the social forms and necessary 

institutional frameworks for the mass media to exist. 

Late-Modernity as Opposed to post-Modernity 

Giddens, along with numerous others, proposes that the changes so 

widely noted in academic circles and understood as symptomatic of a 

post-modern society are, in actuality, an acceleration or extension of the 

processes of modernity. Giddens summarises these symptoms as follows: 

that nothing can be known with any certainty, since all pre­

existing 'foundations' of epistemology have been shown to be 

unreliable; that 'history' is devoid of teleology and 

consequentially no version of 'progress' can plausibly be 

defended; and that a new social and political agenda has come 

into being with the increasing prominence of ecological 

concerns and perhaps of new social movements generally.53 
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Of these symptoms Giddens proffers: 'I prefer the terms 'high modernity' 

or 'late modernity' to refer to these institutional transitions.,54 That such 

forces have manifested themselves in such a way as to appear as a new 

form of social life indicate that 'we have not moved beyond modernity but 

are living precisely through a phase of its radicalisation.,55 Giddens 

challenges several of the above claims and seeks to show how late­

modernity is not a systemic break with modernity, but rather a continuation 

of the preoccupations and systems of modernity. That no intellectual 

knowledge of society is dismissed by Giddens in its most banal form as a 

version of the 'Cretan paradox', proves that if no intellectual knowledge 

were possible then such an argument itself would be untenable. A more 

serious argument is proposed by the intellectual descendants of Nietzsche 

and Heidegger who theorise a rejection of foundational knowledge but are 

unable to articulate a viable position from which to criticise this knowledge 

without recourse to such a claim themselves.56 This theory, that 

knowledge itself must be rejected as no vantage point on knowledge is 

possible, is challenged as a symptom of a change from one period to the 

next. 'To speak of post-r:nodernity as superseding modernity appears to 

invoke that very thing which is declared (now) to be impossible: giving 

some coherence to history and pinpointing our place in it.,5? Giddens 

proposes that Nihilism was present throughout modernity from its earliest 

origins - for how else could Nietzsche have arrived at his conclusions? 

Recognising it is not so much as an acknowledgement of the end of 

modernity, but a recognition that modernity has come of age: 'Rather than 
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these developments taking us 'beyond modernity,' they provide a fuller 

understanding of the reflexivity inherent in modernity itself.,58 

The Fukuyamian claim that post-modernity brings with it an 'end of 

history,'59 an end of progress in political thought, is also countered by 

Giddens. He argues that such a position is actually only possible within 

modernity as: 'the 'use of history to make history' is substantially a 

phenomena of modernity and not a generalised principle that can be 

applied to all eras - It is one version of modernity's reflexivity. ,60 The final 

claim Giddens addresses is that of the decline of Western power as 

symptomatic of the end of modernity. Giddens challenges this by refuting 

the association of modernity only with the West. Giddens proposes that 

the very success of modernity, its ever-increasing incursions into all parts 

of the world mean that it will become disjointed from its foundational 

environment. Modernity becomes not only a phenomenon of the West­

Globalisation will result in modernity becoming a global occurrence. 

However, in being so global, the 'competitive advantage' conferred on the 

West by modernity will be diminished. The very occurrence of 

Globalisation, of the spread of Western systems, the appropriation of 

these system~ to the detriment of Western hegemony and the decline of 

the West is itself an indicator of the supremacy of modernity over other 

systems, and also of its longevity. 
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Late- or Reflexive-Modernity and the Individualisation of Society 


Regarding certain societies as experiencing late-, high- or reflexive­

modernity is not an acceptance that modernity has ended, rather it is an 

assertion that modernity has entered a new phase. While late-modernity 

may appear radically different from modernity, it is actually a continuation 

and extension of the central concerns of modernity - an acceleration of 

features and processes that have been present throughout modernity. 

Individuals in late-modern societies experience a number of transformative 

forces, these have been termed individualisation and detraditionalisation. 

Individualisation refers to a general transformation in the mechanisms of 

identity formation away from Collectivity and towards individualism. This is 

a point developed by Giddens who describes how the processes of 

modernity, particularly the greater reflexivity or constant emphasis upon 

the 'self as a project, bear upon the individual to such a degree that 'the 

self becomes a reflexive project. ,61 (Italics in original.) The individuals are 

no longer grounded in the virtually unchanging systems of tradition: 

Transitions in individuals' lives have always demanded psychic 

reorganisation, something that' was often ritualised in traditional 

cultures in the shape of rifes de passage. But in such cultures, 

where things stayed more or less the same from generation to 

generation on the level of the collectively the changed identity 

was more or less staked out - as when an individual moved 

from adolescence into adulthood. In the settings of modernity, 

244 



-

Chapter 7: Social Form, Media Potency - the Processes of 

Modernisation. 

by contrast, the altered self has to be explored and constructed 

as part of a reflexive process of connecting personal and social 

change.52 

The detraditionalising processes of modernity, carried to extremes in 

high-modernity, means that individuals are far more responsible for 

developing their own pathways, biographies or identities. Giddens 

contends that such a process is peculiar to societies encountering high­

modernity. However, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim describe a dual system of 

individualisation that affects individuals of societies with different political 

histories in alternate ways. Individualisation in Western liberal 

democracies refers to the 'disintegration of previously existing social forms 

- for example the increasing fragility of such categories as class and 

social status, gender roles, family, neighbourhood, etc.,53 In formerly 

Communist countries it refers to the 'collapse of state sanctioned normal 

biographies, frames of reference, role models.'64 This decline of the 

potency of existing systems of society to define action does not mean, 

however, that the individual is now free from social systems. Rather, in 

late-modern societies: 'new demands, controls and constraints are being 

imposed on individuals.,65 Individualisation is not the liberation of the 

individual from social regulation, but, with regards to the regulations and 

structures of life: 'individuals must, in part, supply them for themselves, 

import them into their biographies through their own actions.'66 The potent 

features of life, the systems by which meaning is made and identity 

formed, are now available in a multitude of ways from which the individual 
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now chooses. The waves of modernisation, the processes that Giddens 

describes, result in a sequestration of the individual from the fixed systems 

of early modernity. Individualisation is the forward-pointing process that 

arises as a consequence from the radicalised extension of modernisation. 

It is not simply a disintegration of old social forces, but the new system of 

subject formation, a system that affords greater individual responsibility. 

The Internet as a Technology of Individualism 

In earlier chapters, a predominant conception or understanding of the 

Internet was described. It was argued that the Internet is widely 

understood as a technology that frees the individual from the fixities of 

identity formation understood to take place in older forms of media. The 

Internet is a media thought to afford the individual the opportunity to 

choose their own path through media and define or 'weave' their identities. 

These opportunities, and the activities they afford, bear a strong 

resemblance to the description of individualised identity formation. It is 

argued that this resemblance is significantly more than a coincidence. 

It is contended that the reason such qualities have qeen ascribed to the 

Internet is due to the site of the emergence of the technology and the 

location in which studies of the Internet have been carried out. The 

Internet is often understood to have emerged through a specific co­

incidence of certain technological, social and cultural developments.S? The 
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development of the specific advances that together have afforded the 

current system were understood to have been possible only through 

certain social nurturing systems. Richard Wise argues that cold war 

projects coupled with radical West coast counter-cultural entreprenurialism 

produced the hardware and software industries.68 Similarly, Steve Jones 

recounts that it was the considerable investment on the part of the United 

States through the Department of Defence Advanced Research Projects 

Agency that made the Internet possible. 69 

The Internet was first developed and researched in societies that were 

considerably individualised. The Internet was understood to afford such 

qualities and preoccupations as were present in these societies. Mark 

Poster, describing how the Internet affords new avenues of identity 

formation, notes: 'electronic communications technologies significantly 

enhance ... post-modern possibilities.'7o The Internet offers specific 

opportunities for communication that were not possible with older forms of 

media. It makes possible precisely the identity forming actions associated 

with individualisation. Sherry Turkle, following an argument about the 

possibility of playing with identity on the Internet, proposes that Internet 

technologies are a 'social laboratory for experimenting with the 

construction and reconstruction of the self that characterises post-modern 

Iife.'71 The Internet articulates the social forms and debates of late-modern 

societies, these are precisely the conditions in which the Internet emerged, 

where it is mostly used, and perhaps most importantly, where it is studied. 
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The Internet is deeply linked to the social form of late-modernity - it 

affords the activities and articulation of the debates that typify and define 

late-modern societies. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the relationship of old media with modernity, 

the nation state and the attendant forms of political identity that arose. It 

was not argued that old media cause the occurrence of such forms but 

rather that they are deeply linked to them, and moreover that modernity 

arose in concert with but at the same time made possible systems of mass 

media. It was further shown that modernity is not concluded but that it may 

best be understood as a set of processes that are still active in the 

integration of the individual and society. 

Late-modernity is understood to be a period of radical individualism, a 

form of social life in which individuals build their own identities. Such a 

preoccupation finds strong resonance in discourse surrounding the 

Internet. This is not surprising as the Internet arose in societies in which 

such preoccupations prevail. In such societies, the Internet is the media 

that offers the level of debate that is of key interest. Old media, most 

notably the nationally oriented public service broadcasting services no 

longer provide a system of meaning that corresponds to the interests of 

individuals. The Internet seemingly offers a level of debate and subject 
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constitution that fits the preoccupations of our time. Perhaps the most 

important consequence of this assertion is the recognition that media do 

not cause social form; the mass media did not bring about modernity and 

the Internet does not bring about late-modernity. Rather, media become 

effective and of significance when the forms of argument they enable 

match those of the society in which they are deployed. 
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Introduction 

This final section draws together the themes presented in this thesis. In 

doing so, the arguments offered in preceding chapters will be summarised 

and a contribution towards a methodological standpoint from which the 

Internet may be examined will be offered. In brief, this methodological 

position asserts that the Internet needs to be regarded as a modal form of 

social communication - it is a form of communication that performs 

differently in different situations, The Internet has been widely understood 

as a form of media possessing a considerable democracy-enhancing 

potential. I argued that this potential has been attributed to the Internet as 

it has most often been studied in societies in which concerns of 

individualism predominate, Outside of such societies, the Internet may not 

functio"n as expected. Instead of the Internet determining action I have 

t 

l 
argued that it is the Internet's relationship with aspects of social life, 

particularly a number of aspects associated with late- or high-modernity, 

that allow it to operate as political media. The Internet does not determine 

social action; in particular circumstances, it affords certain forms of action 

and can contribute to social life. To understand the use of the Internet in a 

particular situation, the social environment as well as the actual media 

technology should be examined. Methodologically, the Internet should not 

be the only field of analysis. Focusing solely upon the technology without 

examining the social situation of its use leaves unexamined a major factor 
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in the Internet's operation. As Daniel Miller and Don Slater argue: 'if you 

want to get to the Internet, don't start from there.,1 To successfully study 

the Internet we need to look at its use in relation to social systems and not 

as an external, discrete contributor to them. 

In the Introduction it was proposed that a number of broad methodological 

standpoints exist in the study of the Internet. The first standpoint, which 

predominates in technological fields, tends to focus entirely upon the 

Internet to the detriment of all other modes of analysis. This approach 

ignores all notions of the user beyond biological capabilities and cognitive 

skills. The second approach reverses this position and seemingly ignores 

the media itself and examines only the nature of the communication that 

takes place. Technology is demoted and reduced in importance in terms of 

analysis. Here, attention is focused upon notions of 'text' and of the 

motivation of interlocutors, either social or psychological. The third 

approach re-integrates technology and studies the impact of technology 

on communication. Technology is 'raised' in terms of its significance within 

this model of communication. This approach examines how the qualities of 

the media affect the form of communication. It is this model that informs 

much contemporary comment on the Internet from within the social 

sciences and humanities. 

It was also noted that the idea or definition of the Internet has, in many 

ways, been left unexamined. The Internet is regarded as a phenomenon 
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existing outside of society. It was proposed that there is an emerging, 

alternate, sociological perspective that while accepting a general notion of 

the potency of technology, challenged uncritical and discreet accounts of 

the Internet and society. It is this perspective that this thesis contributes to. 

Summary of Argument 

In developing this methodological position, this thesis has been divided 

into three sections. The first section consists of a multi-level description of 

contemporary understandings of the Internet. Chapter one detailed a 

number of different ways in which the relationship between society and 

technology has been thought of. As with Brian Winston, it was argued that 

technology should be understood in a Kuhnian fashion, that it is a 

manifestation of the system of science of the time.2 Technology does not 

possess any degree of 'universal truth' rather, it articulates a set of 

scientific beliefs. It was further argued that there are three distinct 

interpretations of the way in which technology impacts upon society 

operating in modern discourse: technological instrumentalism, 

technological determinism and technological substantivism. Perhaps more 

importantly, such positions are evident in discussions surrounding the 

Internet. 

A description of the main ideas surrounding the operation and features of 

the Internet was presented in chapter two. This described the way in which 

the Internet has been conceptualised in journalism and social scientific 
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literature concerning the Internet. It was asserted that within such literature 

a general perception exists that the Internet is different from previous 

media forms. Such difference is understood to result in the user being 

afforded alternate and significant forms of action. It was argued that the 

Internet is generally understood to possess four qualities that distinguish it 

from older forms of media: human-computer interactivity (the ability for a 

user to control the flow of information), geographically distributed users 

being able to communicate using the Internet, the production and 

dissemination of content by users and the personalising of media to 

individual tastes and needs. 

Chapter three examined how the Internet has been understood as a 

means of communication that may challenge the existing forms of political 

action. This challenge is regarded as possible because the Internet is 

viewed as possessing qualities unavailable in previous existing media 

forms. Literature in this area is dominated by debates concerning 

Habermas's concept of the public sphere and the notions of virtual 

identities and virtual communities. The Internet is widely assumed to afford 

action that will allow for the re-establishment of the public sphere and the 

deployment of new forms of identity that lie outs.ide of the hegemonic 

mainstream. The Internet has been conceptualised as an inherently 

democratic medium, it has even been conceived of as a medium that 

affords opportunities for radical new action. 
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The way in which this contention was consistent with a wider model of the 

media, politics and democracy was explored in chapter four. The 

conceptualisation of the Internet as a restorative agent, able to redress 

imbalances in democratic practice or to offer new and radical means of 

communication, were argued to be politically-situated assertions, located 

within specific Western political frames of reference. It was argued that the 

Internet had been conceptualised through two broad schools of thought 

(though with many minor variations). The first school is composed of those 

theories that regarded the Internet from a 'liberal democractic' viewpoint. 

In this conception, the Internet is regarded as a 'Small' media, a media 

form that, while legitimate, existed outside of the corporate or state media 

systems. The Internet was viewed as a means by which individuals who 

had been excluded from the public sphere could re-enter it and have their 

voices heard. The second school, termed 'radical democractic', 

incorporates of a number of criticisms mounted against the liberal 

conception of the media. From this conception, the Internet was viewed as 

a form of 'radical' media. It focused upon the Internet's radical potential, its 

ability to afford truly anti-systemic discourse. 

The underlying rationale of this multi-level description was twofold; firstly, it 

was to document the beliefs surrounding the Internet. Secondly, it was to 

demonstrate that the ideas surrounding the Internet, particularly its political 

potential, were firmly grounded in particular models of politics and social 

life. This idea, that the existing models of the Internet's political role were 
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grounded in a set of social and political beliefs was foreshadowed in 

chapter one where three models of technology's interaction with society 

were described. The placing of this chapter at the start of the thesis is 

intended to demonstrate how even fundamental perceptions of the 

potency and description of technology are not certain, essential or eternal. 

Rather, they are firmly rooted in a particular social formation, that of 

modernity. This is key to the third aim of the thesis, to offer a 

methodological standpoint for the study of the Internet. 

The second aim of the thesis was to examine the use of the Internet in a 

society with a different social form from those usually studied. This 

involved examining a particular use of the Internet within a specific society 

- Croatia, during a period of political turmoil, the 1990s. Chapter five 

examined Internet use in this specific society in three ways: Firstly, it 

described the situation of the media in Croatia in the period in question. It 

was noted that in many cases the media was subject to severe pressure 

from the political administration of the time; there had been numerous 

instances of indirect censorship, and other aggressive strategies by the 

state directed at the media. Secondly, a history of the deployment of 

Internet and computer-mediated communications technology in Croatia 

was given. This detailed the emergence of two systems of communication 

that, according to the qualities and political potential attributed to the 

Internet, should have allowed for the widespread dissemination of contrary 

discourse. Thirdly, it was argued that the Internet and the alternate system 
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of computer-mediated communication did not operate as expected. By 

examining the reaction of the political administration, it was proposed that 

the Internet simply did not function as a 'Small' or 'radical' media. The 

political establishment seemingly ignored the Internet. Given that the 

Croatian state had vigorously opposed other media that proffered anti­

systemic discourse it was argued that this passivity was not an oversight 

but an indication that the Internet was not felt to be an effective means of 

articulating counter discourse. 

In offering an explanation for this in chapter six, it was proposed that the 

use of the Internet (the degree to which it operates as a political medium) 

depends not only on qualities implicit in the Internet itself, but upon the 

social formation of the society in which it is deployed. Croatia at that time 

had a different social form to those societies in which the Internet had 

previously been studied. Croatia's non-linear encounter with modernity, its 

history of Communism and nationalism and its general topos of community 

over the individual, all contributed to a society in which the forms of debate 

and identity formation, assumed to be so well articulated by the Internet, 

were simply not valued. Instead, it was argued that the specific history of 

Croatia and its involvement in military conflict meant that old forms of 

media best articulated the forms of popular discussion occurring. These 

older systems of media, the press, radio and television allowed for debate 

to occur at a 'meso' or nation-state level. The Internet, however, was 

thought to allow for debate at a more 'micro' or individualist level. 
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That the Internet did not operate as expected is very significant. If the 

formation of a society can mitigate the potential of the Internet then it 

would seem to follow that perhaps the social formation of a society largely 

set the limits to the Internet's use. However, it is contended that the 

answer is more complicated still. In chapter seven, which commences the 

last section and will be concluded in this chapter, a model of the 

relationship between media form and social form was proposed. It was 

argued that mass media is deeply interwoven with modernity, the nation 

state and certain forms of identity. It was not argued that mass media 

cause the emergence of such social phenomena but are intrinsically linked 

to them. It was further contended that societies with a late- or high-form of 

modernity constitute identity in a different fashion to societies in modernity. 

High- or late-modernity is understood as involving a radicalisation of 

certain trends in modernity - the processes of detraditionalisation and 

individualisation. In such societies identity is constituted in highly 

individualised fashion, a trend that seems strongly echoed in discourse 

surrounding the Internet. 

It was proposed that the Internet has been regarded as a technology that 

carries with it a social-determining power; that the Internet may cause 

social formations to arise. This was regarded as problematic; it is a 

seeming re-articulation of the technological substantivist argument that 

technologies carry with them a stain of their situation of manufacture and 
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through their use structure action around them. The current understanding 

of the Internet, particularly of its political potency seems to involve a 

reifica~ion of political values onto the technology. As noted above, such an 

argument arises because the societies in which the Internet has been 

studied are those societies where the very potencies that the Internet is 

assumed to afford are social currency. 

The argument proposed here is that the Internet is modal in operation, it 

will not function in the same way in every social setting. This is not to say 

that the Internet cannot function as a political media form - much evidence 

exists to support this. Chapter three detailed numerous accounts of the 

way in which the Internet had operated in precisely this fashion. The 

Internet can offer new opportunities to voice critical issues, it can function 

in a democratically beneficial manner and it can offer new forms of 

identification, both personal and political. It has in numerous instances 

operated precisely as described, as a form of media that enables forms of 

political communication. 

I 
" 

However, such properties and forms of action should not be regarded as 

I 
, 

solely dependent upon the presence of the Internet. It is argued that the 

I Internet will not function the same in all situations. Instead, the potency of 

i the Internet is modal and dependent upon other factors, a late or high-

modern social form with an increasingly individualised society and a 

I propensity for individual action. The relationship between the Internet and 
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society is more complex than a cause and effect model, it is highly subtle 

and nuanced. It is an appreciation of this relationship that underpins the 

methodological proposal. 

Methodological Proposal. 

The methodological contribution consists of three interrelated arguments 

that contribute to an overall proposal for the understanding of the Internet. 

The three arguments are as follows: 

Technology is a sociological concern 

Media technologies, and technology in general, need to be 

regarded as a sociological concern. This is because 

epistemologically, technology is a component of the social world. 

Media technologies, such as the Internet are not external to society 

but are an aspect of it. Moreover, our examination, description, 

understanding and general knowing of technology also need to be 

regarded as socially constructed. In particular, I contend that our 

conception of the Internet is a societally dependent one. Both the 

technology of the Internet and how we understand the Internet are 

societally dependent; technology is a manifestation of the 

contemporary scientific paradigm and the interpretation of 

technology derives from a range of views of technology that 

emerged during early modernity_ 

The form of identity formation prevalent in high- or late-modern societies 

and the Internet are deeply interrelated and interdependent 
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As explored in chapter seven the relationship between forms of mass 

media such as radio and print media, modernity and the nation state may 

be understood as one of deep interrelatedness and interdependence. I 

contend that a similar relationship exists between the Internet, high- or 

late-modernity and the forms of identity present in such societies. The 

nature of the link between late-modern society and the Internet may be 

described as 'mutually dependent' and can be conceptualised in the 

following way: 

The Internet may enable/cause new forms of social action. 

Th is is only possible if the right social conditions are in place: 

A particular social form (one of High- or Late-modernity) 

The society having particular forms of discussion (concerns over forms of 

identity articulation). 

The Internet is a socially contingent media 

The Internet may operate as described in much contemporary 

discourse, but this form of use is strongly tied to the society in which 

it is deployed. If the conditions are correct then the Internet may 

function as predicted, affording opportunities for anti-systemic 

action and non-hegemonic forms of identity articulation. When 

deployed outside of the conditions, the Internet may not operate in 

the way predicted. 
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Methodological Standpoint 

These three arguments result in a position that may be summarised in the 

following terms. 

The Internet is a modal form of media and its use may vary according 

to the environment in which it is used. Therefore, to examine the 

Internet, attention should be focused upon the interdependence of 

social systems, media technology and form of action studied. 

This position advocates that 'culturalist' concerns be accorded equal 

standing to 'formalist' concerns in attempting to understand the Internet. It 

is advocated that the social aspects of the Internet: the social construction 

of the technology and the political, economic and cultural atmosphere of 

the situation of use, be accorded as much significance as the technology 

itself. 

Adopting such a position involves 'stepping back' from the direct 

acceptance of our view of technology or of our interpretation of what 

technology can do. It challenges the idea that either technology or society 

should be considered as 'a-priori' in conception. Accordingly, analysis will 

need to accommodate both technology and society equally in the 

interpretative model. To actually understand how a media technology 

operates we need to examine the relationship between the media 

technology and the society in which it is studied. It is argued here that the 

relationship is one of interdependence. 
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Recommendations and Suggestions for Further Work 

In light of the ideas expressed here it is contended that there are a number 

of areas for further inquiry. Firstly, that the methodological standpoint 

provided here be developed into a range of specific research methods. In 

the case study used in this thesis, the methods utilised included: extensive 

literary and background reading, document examination, and interviews 

with key people to discover events and to triangulate data from other 

sources. Whilst these methods were useful in the case of Croatia, other 

methods may be required for other studies. Secondly, the methodological 

position described here should be applied to societies with a high use of 

the Internet and possessing a high-modern social form. This would provide 

an interesting counterpoint to the study provided here. Thirdly, this study 

includes a case study of the use of the Internet within a particular society 

during a specific period of time. Further research is needed on the use of 

the Internet within societies that possess different social forms to that of 

Western Europe and the USA such as the developed economies of South 

East Asia for example. This is part of a wider need for media and in 

particular Internet research to be conducted in societies outside of 

Western Europe and the USA. 

Summation 

This thesis has sought to offer a contribution to a methodology for the 

sociological study of the Internet. In doing so it has combined a study of 

contemporary perceptions of the Internet with a study of the use of the 
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Internet within a specific society. The juxtaposition of these two 

approaches has shown how the existing methodologies for the study of 

the Internet are flawed. The alternative proposed here is that we need to 

account for both the social and technological simultaneously and to 

explore the relation between the two. 

The rationale for such an approach is the problematic nature of regarding 

the use of a media as universal in a limited number of societies. In some 

senses this thesis has been about developing an international theory of 

the Internet, a theory not dependent upon how a single society views 

technology, or of how identity is formed. 

However, the continuation of the heterogeneous nature of societies, of 

readings of technology and of forms of politics has been questioned 

extensively in recent years. The processes of globalisation may well mean 

that more and more societies adopt the social forms and motifs of late-

modern capitalist societies. Whether such changes will result in 

heterogeneous or homogenous uses and understandings of the Internet is 

an interesting topic but beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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Notes 

1 Daniel Miller and Don Slater, The Internet: An Ethnographic Approach 


(London: Berg, 2002), p. 11. 


2 Brian Winston, Media Technology and Society A History: From the 


Telegraph to the Internet (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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