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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis contributes to the critique of and attempts to supersede a dominant approach to the 

Internet which sees in the Internet the locus of mythical changes and the cure for a number of 

the ills besetting contemporary society. It does so by presenting and analysing empirical 

research which situates Internet communication squarely within socio-economic structures. 

The empirical research presented relocates the Internet within the current wider turn towards 

commercial expansion in the sphere of communication and the neo-liberal call for the 

deregulation of media industries. The complexity of the policy frameworks within which this 

latter is articulated in the US and Europe is examined. The thesis positions Internet 

communication at the intersection of key capitalist industries, including telecommunications, 

Internet service provision, on-line content provision and the software industry. Data according 

to which the pre-existing economic structures prevalent in these industries produce a series of 

structural inequalities which define Internet communication are presented. It is further argued 

that such structural inequalities, the boundaries within which on-line communication occurs, 

are the result of the interlacing of the industries in question, an interlacing defined by the 

cultural and industrial functions of the industries. In other words, particular industrial and 

cultural environments are produced by the interplay of these industries - an interplay  which 

the thesis calls signposting. Finally, utilising the signposting hypothesis, the thesis counters 

the claim that there are no intermediaries in the Internet, by presenting two key case studies –

America On-line and its operation and portal sites. The thesis concludes that on-line 

intermediaries exist and perform a vital function in structuring on-line communication. 
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Introduction 

 
Next, of course must come the creation - creation of a new civilisation, founded in the 
eternal truths of the American Idea. It is time to embrace these challenges, to grasp the 
future and pull ourselves forward. If we do so, we will indeed renew the American 
Dream and enhance the promise of American life.      

(from The Progress and Freedom Foundation 
site on Cyberspace and the American Dream2) 

 

The social changes consequent on the ever-wider use and development of the new digital 

technologies have become the topic of feverish debate, prediction and futurism in politics, 

academia, and the business world.3 Technological innovation goes hand in hand with constantly 

renewed controversy, producing a cycle of alternating hype and backlash. These controversies 

involve utopian visions of the future relating to various areas, ranging from virtual reality, 

cyberpunk fiction, cyborg dreams and subjectivity, to CCVT, the information society4 and the 

society of surveillance. Within such debates the Internet, the subject of this thesis, is of 

paramount importance; it has become the symbol of the years to come, heralding the realisation 

of the virtual future, the living cyberspace.  

The issues addressed by this thesis are situated within this dramatic climate of extreme 

claims. Although they are related to the above controversies, they are examined separately from 

them.5 These issues concern a set of international connections, the communications allowed by 

these connections and the metaphors, myths and real policy changes created in the name of these 

connections. 

This first chapter depicts the optimistic climate in question at its peak by surveying the 

literature supportive of the exaggerated promises made. It attempts to distance itself from and 

present uncritically a period in Internet and new technology history of determinant significance 

                                              
2 The full title of the document in question is 'Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for 
the Knowledge Age'. The document was 'released' (to quote the expression used by its authors) for the 
first time on 22 August 1994, and has since been 'released' several times in different versions. Although 
it was written primarily by Esther Dyson, George Gilder, Dr. George Keyworth and Dr. Alvin Toffler, 
the authors wish to deny copyright or authorship. 
3To give just some proof of this hype: there are over 10 magazines that specialise on the Internet, 
prevalent international newspapers and journals run Internet sections and supplements including the 
International Herald Tribune’s cyberscape, CNN’s Digital Time. The Economist, Newsweek and Time 
magazine have all had Internet-related stories on their covers in 1998.  
4 See Webster for an excellent discussion of the concept as well as of the different articulated 
information society visions (Webster 1995); see also Sussman 1997 for a discussion of ideology and the 
discourse of the Information Society. 
5 My distinction is not hyperbolic; there needs to be a dismantling of the issues touched upon under the 
general topic ‘new technologies’. Confusion and generalisations have allowed extreme conclusions and 
exaggeration to flourish.  
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for the later development of the Internet.6 The discussion on the future influence or significance 

of the Internet is characterised by exaggeration (Herman and McChesney 1997, Schudson 1998, 

Schuler 1998), metaphysical speculation and technophilia (Barbrook and Cameron 1996, 

Hacker 1996, Krocker 1996, Sardar 1996). A historical similarity can be traced between the 

hype triggered by the development of the Internet and the hype accompanying the development 

of radio at the beginning of the century or satellite TV in the late 1980s. Indeed one could assert 

that new technologies always trigger waves of technopia or technophobia (Winston 1998). Our 

purpose in portraying at some length the optimism with which the Internet was first greeted is to 

provide a deeper understanding of its further development. 

This first approach to the Internet will be analysed as an all-encompassing ideological 

paradigm,7 a hegemonic dogma that extends and influences all aspects of contemporary debate 

and society, thus constituting in essence an orthodoxy. For expository convenience this 

orthodoxy is called “Internetphilia” as its adherents see in the Internet the cure for a number of 

ills besetting contemporary society. Internetphilia is the prevalent dogma of the 1990s, it is the 

ideological paradigm within which the Internet is discussed in all areas of public debate 

extending from politics and mass communications theory to economic policy. Its prevalence is 

such that it seems to have overwhelmed any criticism that does not subscribe to the rosy 

technological determinist view of the future claimed by its proponents to result from the 

Internet. In Krocker’s words: 

 

The twentieth century ends with the growth of cyberauthoritarianism, a stridently pro-
technopia movement, particularly in the mass media, typified by an obsession to the 
point of hysteria with emergent technologies, and with a consistent and very deliberate 
attempt to shut down, silence, and exclude any perspectives critical of technopia. Not a 
wired culture, but a virtual culture that is wired shut: compulsively fixated on digital 
technology as a disconnection from everyday life, and determined to exclude from 
public debate any perspective that is not a cheerleader for the coming-to-be of the fully 
realised technological society. 

(Kroker 1996:32) 
 

Such a marginalisation of alternative perspectives is not to be taken lightly; for, as I will 

endeavour to show, it has succeeded in naturalising several assumptions about the nature of 

                                              
6Gibson' s infamous definition of the term cyberspace can be found in Gibson 1984, further definitions 
in Benedikt 1991:1-3, Stone 1991, Rheingold 1993:58. The Internet and cyberspace are often used as 
synonymous terms; see for example Kahin and Nesson 1997. 
7There has as yet been no attempt to give a detailed account of Internet-related ideologies. If one 
excludes Barbrook and Cameron 's work 'The Californian Ideology' (Barbrook and Cameron 1996) no 
author has analysed this Internet-related futurism in any great detail. There have been critical voices in 
the on-line world; for example, opposition has been voiced in some mailing lists, focusing on a critique 
of Wired magazine (see for example Druckrey 1997). It remains the case however that no academic has 
analysed Internetphilia at any great length.  
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information; most notably, that information is a commodity and that it is only the private sector 

that can live up to the technological challenge of the Internet. 

Internetphilia announces the arrival of a virtual technopia in a futuristic fashion. It 

claims that with the Internet a new digital era is inevitably arising; one that is transforming all 

aspects of life, shifting the economies of time and space, reconstituting public life as we know it 

and fostering a postmodernist renaissance of grassroots public participation in political life. This 

new era is one of democracy, it signifies the rebirth of the Greek polis, the constitution of the 

virtual agora,8 the genesis of a Habermasian critical mass.9 It is an era of universal access, one 

that enables the subversion of orthodox patterns of media power,10 concentration and 

manipulation. In the words of Bill Gates `the World Wide Web has no gatekeepers' (Gates 

1996:311). It is an interactive era where users and producers of information are synonymous, 

possessing equal ability to shape the newly developed medium. It stands in contrast to the old, 

totalitarian, analogue world of monopoly media concentration, corruption and public opinion 

manipulation (e.g. Rheingold 1995:14). Juxtaposed to an omniscient, Orwellian, centralised 

information system, the Internet is presented as a grassroots medium11, the system that will 

bring power back to the citizens; in Hauben's words `the frameworks are being redesigned from 

the bottom up' (Hauben 1994:1). 

Internetphilia claims that these social transformations are inevitable because they are 

caused by essential characteristics of the Internet itself. The Internet is a `powerful predictor of 

democracy' (Froomkin 1997) and the future it is creating cannot be avoided. Added to this notion 

of the ineluctable is the idea that the digital future has already dawned and that we are hence 

compelled to live up to its challenges, there being no other option. In Bill Gates’ words: 

 

One thing is clear: We don't have the option of turning away from the future. No one gets 

to vote on whether technology is going to change our lives.  

(Gates 1996:11) 

 

In addition to these main themes, Internetphilia encompasses a number of heterogeneous 

elements and hence this chapter has two sections. The first discusses the general tenets of 

Internetphilia, identifying the three main academic approaches constitutive of it. The first 

                                              
8As Turkle characteristically writes 'computers are the modern agora serving a role similar to talk radio 
and tabloid journalism but with more participation less sensationalism and more thinking between 
remarks' (Turkle 1995:249). 
9For a direct discussion of the public sphere, Habermas and the Internet, see Rheingold 1995:281-289, 
for a case for the disappearance of the public sphere, see Elliot 1996. 
10As Godwin puts it  'for the first time in the history of mass media you don't have to be a capitalised 
individual to reach a mass audience' (Godwin 1996:117). 
11 See, for example where Turkle writes: 'yet the Internet has become a potent symbol and 
organisational tool for current grass-root movements - of both right and left' (Turkle 1995: 243). 
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approach, referred to as the liberal-populist one, is articulated in the work of N. Negroponte and 

supported in the pages of Wired magazine and in the work of academics such as Pavlik and 

Leeson (Pavlik 1996, Leeson 1996). The second is a postmodernist approach, as articulated in 

the work, amongst others, of M. Poster, S. Turkle, E. Reid (Poster 1995, Turkle 1995, Reid 

1996). While the third and most recent approach, labelled market determinist, is to be found in 

the work of Kahin and Nesson, the writings of Bill Gates and of free market adherents such as 

Tapscott. In the second section we highlight Internetphilia's different versions, applications and 

heterogeneities as reflected in two areas of public debate: politics, in which area our discussion 

will centre on the Clinton administration’s version of the future, and critical academic literature, 

since it is there that the theoretical foundations for the more general economic or political 

exploitation of the digital moment are to be found.  

 

SECTION 1 

The nature of information in the age of the Internet 

 

Information is natural 

Internetphilia legitimises the hype about the Internet via the idea of technological determinism. 

Underlying all Internetphilic claims about the digital era is the idea that the nature of information 

has radically changed and a clear break has been made with the past. As a result we are 

inevitably entering a new era of dramatically different features, whose qualities and mechanisms 

cannot be understood by employing outdated methods of analysis. The alleged change is purely 

technological: the shift from analogue to digital technology. This is a change in technology’s 

essence, which in turn causes a number of other changes, since it introduces a new mode of 

producing, distributing and consuming information. It is in the essential difference between the 

analogue and digital modes of information that the ticket to the future is to be found. In other 

words, the ability to store information in combinations of ones and zeros is held to be the key to 

the new era. Negroponte devotes a whole chapter to this difference, which he names the 'DNA of 

Information', arguing that what characterises the new digital era is that it uses bits instead of 

atoms (Negroponte 1995:11-20). But it is not only academics, but also policy-makers who 

emphasise its importance. Al Gore, for instance, explains: 

 
As we prepare to enter the new millennium, we are learning a new language. It will be 
the lingua franca of the new era. It is made up of ones and zeros and bits and bytes. But 
as we master it, as we bring the digital revolution into our homes and schools, we will 
be able to communicate ideas and information, with an ease never thought possible. 

 (Gore 1994) 
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The essential qualities of digital technology are said to be novelty and dynamism. Everything is 

new12 and in constant fast movement. So that what is new today will be old tomorrow, because 

the digital injects all aspects of society with dynamism. And dynamism destroys power by 

making it temporary.13 The idea that digital technology has essential qualities hints at a 

naturalistic strain in Internetphilia.14 And, indeed, we find that digital technology is perceived as 

being governed by laws of its own, resembling in some respects an organism and in others a 

species. Thus, Negroponte writes about the DNA of digital information, Levinson wrote a book 

on software evolution, while Dyson talks about Darwinism and memes and Schwartz outlines 

the laws of Digital Darwinism. The Internet is conceived as an autonomous, self-regulating 

mutating entity, one that improves through its natural evolution, the underlying notion being that 

the Internet, a cross between an organism and a species, will automatically move forward and 

perfect itself. In Negroponte’s words: 'Like the force of nature the digital age cannot be denied 

or stopped; it has four qualities that will result in its triumph' (Negroponte 1995). In 

Internetphilic eyes, the quasi-biological nature of the Net will have dramatic consequences for 

all sectors of society: no structures will survive unchanged in any corner of the world, for 

everything will be in constant transformation. As a result no knowledge will be diachronic, no 

answer definite, no question permanent and our understanding of knowledge will have to 

change. What is claimed is not only that the digitalisation of technology is causing changes in 

society as a whole, but that these changes cannot be understood, addressed, or dealt with unless a 

new philosophy and ethos are established. Poster illustrates this position by an analogy; he 

argues that the Internet and previous communications technologies differ qualitatively as much 

as Germans differ from hammers – a categorial difference. Consequently 'the problem is that 

modern perspectives tend to reduce the Internet to hammer' (Poster 1995). 

Internetphilia's most powerful claim is that it has understood the 'hammer'; that its 

vision of the future is the only informed one; the only one that takes into account the essential 

differences embedded in the new technology. Internetphilia's advocates assume the role of 

cyber-society visionaries, the elite of cyberspace. In the HardWired publication15 DIGERATI a 

                                              
12 One cannot even begin to summarise the documents in which the novelty of the emerging digital era 
is underlined. In addition to all the authors, politicians and governments cited as Internetphilic 
throughout this thesis one could mention Tapscott 1996:7, Henning 1997. 
13There is a classic moment in which this notion of novelty and the currency of knowledge is taken up 
by Negroponte himself when interviewed by the Financial Times. Commenting on Being Digital 
Negroponte says 'Don’t you think it is a little bit old? ... as much as I like to think I understood how fast 
all this was going to move I don’t think I did' (Griffith 1998). 
14 Such naturalism is explored further in conjunction with a prevalent market determinism. The 
argument presented is that naturalism functions to present the Internet and the market as essentially 
similar, that is as exhibiting the same natural behaviour. 
15Hardwire is the real life publishing company owned by Wired (sold off with Wired in 1998). 
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selection16 of these visionaries are christened (or rather christen themselves) 'digerati'. These 

include MIT professor S. Turkle, author H. Rheingold, founder and CEO of AOL S. Case, B. 

Gates and author and executive editor of Wired, K. Kelly. Digerati are in the forefront of the 

digital revolution, a cyber-elite representative of a larger aristocracy who constitute a  

 

critical mass of doers, thinkers, and writers ... who have a tremendous influence on the 
emerging communications revolution surrounding the growth of the Internet ... 
Although they all happen to be Americans, their activities have a world-wide impact.  

(Brockman 1996:xxxi) 
 

They consider themselves elites, because, as Brand notes: 'elites make things happen; they drive 

culture and civilisation ... they may not be elite in five years' (Brand quoted in Brockman 

1996:xxxi).  

The reference to time and to the limited currency of knowledge,17 in the Brockman 

quote is constantly stressed by this elite and serves to label those critical of technopia as 

anachronistic, their knowledge being out of date and their understanding of technological 

change poor. The expression used to describe them is 'digitally homeless' (Negroponte 1995:7). 

Through such metaphorical negative evaluations alternative perspectives are denigrated and 

marginalised. A perfect example of this is Rossetto’s answer to Barbrook and Cameron's 

'Californian Ideology' (Barbrook and Cameron 1996). Barbrook and Cameron identify the rise 

of a Californian ideology in writings concerned with new technologies; they argue that this 

ideology is a contradictory amalgam of neo-liberalism and new leftism, bringing together the 

hippie and yuppie cultures. They are critical of this ideology and point to the exclusions it 

creates and the need for discussion on an equal basis. In his reply, Louis Rossetto, editor of 

Wired magazine and one of the 'digerati', after attacking Barbrook and Cameron for their 

egalitarian values, calling them ‘smug Europeans’ and stating that Europeans have a tradition of 

being unable to live up to technological challenges, discredits their objections with a classic 

Internetphilic finale: 

 

Meanwhile, it is Europeans who are discussing 'Californian Ideology' not Californians 
who are discussing 'European ideology’....Because Europeans are recognising that 19th 
century nostrums are not solutions to 21st century problems,- on the contrary , they are 
the problem. 
         (Rossetto 1996:2) 

                                              
16I use the word 'selection' here because the 'digerati' group does not include all Internetphilic authors 
and representatives, nor do I want to use the term 'digerati' to mean Internetphilic author. The group is 
interesting in that it highlights the way the image of Internetphilic expertise is constituted; consequently 
how the exclusion of alternatives is achieved through this process.  
17Another classic example of this process is when Gilder writes 'there are key themes. To start with, 
liberation--from Second Wave rules, regulations, taxes and laws laid in place to serve the smokestack 
barons and bureaucrats of the past' (Gilder 1994:12). 
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In this way, without actually addressing the arguments offered by Barbrook and Cameron, their 

alternative perspective is dismissed out of hand as not being sufficiently informed to understand 

the complexity of new technologies. 

Underlining the technological determinism of Internetphilia is extremely important to 

our understanding of the dogma as a whole. For the strength of the adherents of this standpoint 

lies in their ability to present themselves as being alone in having a correct insight into the digital 

future by virtue of their understanding of the determinist nature of this technology. And it is only 

by assuming this position that they can proceed to justify their faith in the Internet. This faith is 

built upon four further characteristics of the Internet, which together with digital technology 

guarantee its character as the agent of change.  

 

Information is free18 

Information on-line is free; it is there for the taking on the Internet’s unregulated wires. Securing 

and enhancing freedom is the core aim of Internetphilia and the value prioritised over all others. 

The concept of freedom employed is the negative one of freedom from external restrictions - as 

opposed to the positive idea of freedom to act in such and such a way.19 Information on-line is 

free from state intervention and the rule of law; it is also free of both prejudice and morals, and 

is not subject to the monopolising forces of capital. For, Internetphilia views the Internet as a 

free sovereign entity. According to this conception, the Internet is constituted independently of 

existing relations and society in the realm of virtual freedom. Virtuality in the age of the Internet 

stands for freedom from reality and this means freedom from any cultural, social, economic and 

political micro- or macro-processes. 

In the Internet, freedom to act is reduced to freedom to speak. Thus Netizens, the 

citizens of the Internet realm, campaign primarily for freedom of expression, a freedom which 

with the Communication Decency Act, is under threat. The opinion of Netizens is that  

A specter is haunting cyberspace-the specter of government censorship. All the powers 
of old Washington have entered into an unholy alliance to gut the First Amendment: the 
House of Representatives, the Senate, and president Bill Clinton. The weapon they have 
seized is called the Communications Decency Act and the long term implications of this 
legislation are monumental. At stake is nothing less than the survival of free speech in 
the 21st century. 
                                                                  (Lappin 1997 for the CIEC members et al)20  

                                              
18 I have ironically adopted Brand's format as presented in his book on the MIT lab, I have chosen 
Brand’s terminology because it is a typical form of technological determinism in which technology is 
actually given an autonomous 'desire' (Brand 1989:200). Brand uses the verb 'want' which is substituted 
here by the pronoun.  
19 Berlin 1969 makes a distinction between negative and positive freedom. For a discussion of this 
distinction see Gray 1980, MacCallum 1967, for a critique Allison 1981, for a critique of the concept of 
negative liberty see Taylor 1990. 
20 Cited in Wired (1996:84). 
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The Free Speech On-line Blue Ribbon Campaign, which reiterates the classic liberal ideas of 

minimum state intervention and deregulation has received unprecedented support from 800,000 

Netizens.21. The prevalent dogma on the Net is clear: given the choice between equality and 

freedom, Netizens opt for the latter. Net politics are determined by this choice and so is the 

future of the Net. To such an extent has freedom of speech overshadowed other concerns that 

even the introduction of on-line copyright is perceived as an attempt to curb it (as opposed to a 

concern, say, with on-line financial inequalities). As Barlow notes 'I now realise that copyright, 

the erstwhile handmaiden of Jeffersonian liberty, is about to become a favoured tool of tyrants' 

(Barlow 1995:21). The same holds true of encryption, which is considered a threat to freedom as 

it makes information private and, therefore, inaccessible to all (Barlow 1996a). Encryption is 

thus the demon servant of capital (May 1996). Privacy would enable commodification, thereby 

contradicting the Internet's most popular motto: 'Shareware'. 'Shareware' is the idea that 

everything, including software, belongs to the whole of the on-line community (Barry 

1996:137). There is, thus, no private property in cyberspace, 'The economy of the future will be 

based on relationship rather than possession. It will be continuous rather than sequential' (Barlow 

1996:172). Consonantly with this idea, copyright law is rendered dysfunctional, it is 'out of date, 

a Gutenberg artefact' (Negroponte 1995:59}. The potential threat to freedom of expression is 

exaggerated so as to provide a stronger weapon for the Internetphilics: freedom of speech is 

imperative to democracy and the Internet is the only medium that can vouchsafe this imperative. 

The hype is also fed by the construction of a dichotomy: the old censored, government-

polluted, secret media versus the new people’s platform for free expression; mass media versus 

mass communication; capital and politicians versus the people.22 As summed-up by Godwin 

“for the first time in the history of the mass media you don’t have to be a capitalised individual 

to reach a mass audience (Godwin 1996:170).23 

Since the essential guarantor of on-line freedom is the absence of state intervention and 

regulation on the Internet, an anti-statist stance understandably pervades all Internetphilic 

approaches.24 Indeed, Internetphilia rejects representative government altogether. For, in order 

                                              
21 See the sixth Conference on Computer, Freedom, and Privacy at http://www-swiss.almit.edu/-
switx/ctp96. 
22 This dichotomy is supported by a generation reference as well, the young computer hackers are 
considered agents of change because they only can understand this new technology which is different in 
kind from the older ones. Older people are considered corrupt and incapable of understanding what the 
'brave new world is all about' (Negroponte 1995: 230); the young are 'citizens of a new order, founders 
of the Digital Nation' (Katz 1996: 122). 
23 Or as freedom of speech Web pages on the Electronic Freedom Foundation site, at 
www.eff.org/freedom maintain 'here an individual’s voice may command an audience, based not on 
wealth, power, and ownership, but on the value of the speaker’s content.' 
24 For examples of Internetphilic anti-statism, see also Baker 1995, Barlow1996, Brownlee 1996,  
Browning 1998, 1997, Chapman 1995, Economist 1997a, Gidary 1996,  Godwin 1996, 1996b, 
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that the Internet society be virtual, it has to be independent of the real; virtuality thus implies 

independence from a system of government and representation designed to meet the needs of an 

era which has now gone by. This is why anti-statism is a vital component of the imaginary 

Internet society, a society which is constituted in a non-place distinct from the real.25 

Accordingly, the state is portrayed as an inefficient anachronism, a bureaucratic enemy of 

freedom whose presence is unnecessary for the proper functioning of the Internet.26 As Poster 

typically puts it: 'more citizens have been improperly abused, had their civil rights violated and 

much worse by the government, than by terrorists' (Poster 1995). The state loses its legitimacy in 

the on-line world, for  

 

the legitimacy of any rules governing on-line activities cannot be naturally placed 
within a geographically situated polity. There is no geographically localised set of 
constituents with a stronger claim to regulate it than any other local group; the strongest 
claim to control comes from the participants themselves, and they could be anywhere.  

(Johnson and Post 1997:10)27  
 

Through this anti-statism Internetphilia proclaims that a Digital Nation28 has been born and a 

virtual polity constituted.29 The Internet is a sovereign, politically independent entity, populated 

by Netizens; manifestos and declarations of independence celebrate and mark this genesis.30 

The on-line world is thereby imagined as virgin territory to be conquered (Sardar 1996) 

and governed by its newly-established population.31 The virtual democracy thus constituted 

does not have structures; its members, self-baptised Netizens, can enjoy the dynamism inherent 

                                                                                                                                  
Heilemann 1996,  Huber 1997, Kline and Burstein 1996, Negroponte 1995:230, Negroponte 1996 
Rodriguez 1997, Rossetto 1997, Steele 1996, Wired Editors 1996, Wired Editors 1998. For documents 
against state regulation of the Internet that echoes Internetphilia but cannot be neatly classified as 
Internetphilic, see Abrams 1997, Economist 1996b, Froomkin 1997, Johnson and Post 1997, Kahin 
1997, Rapp 1997, Volkmer 1996. 
25 So pervasive is this perception of cyberspace that some have suggested that actually perceiving the 
Net as a separate 'place' could solve all legal and jurisdiction problems posed by the on-line world. See 
Johnson and Post 1997:13. This spatial metaphor of cyberspace as a distinct place, a 'virtual landscape' 
has been noted by Rheingold, and Selfe and Selfe amongst others (Rheingold 1993b:5 and Selfe and 
Selfe 1996). 
26 Negroponte argues that politicians, being 'digitally homeless', cannot in fact understand cyberspace 
and thus constitute a problem for its development (Negroponte 1995:7). 
27 In fact Negroponte’s prediction is that the state ought to and will slowly wither away as cyberspace 
becomes wider and wider (Negroponte 1995:230). 
28 For a typical Internetphilic viewpoint on the digital nation see Katz 1997 and Katz 1997a. 
29 The discursive link between Internet users as a 'nation' and as a 'community' is debatable. For 
definitions of the on-line community that rely on a sense of place and are hence somewhat closer to this 
conception of an on-line nation see Gurak 1997:9. For earlier definitions of the Internet as a community 
see Rheingold 1993 and Stone 1991. 
30 The most obvious of these being 'The Manifesto for a Digital Society ', 'Magna Carta for the Digital 
Age' and 'The Birth of the Digital Nation'. 
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in free anarchic action, a dynamism that is confined by social structures in the real world. As 

Danet stresses, 

 

The notion of cyberspace conjures up a vision of a vast, anarchic, frontier-like domain, 
where there are, as yet, few social norms, or norms are relatively new and dynamic, and 
where many activities, of hackers, young people, and even ordinary grown-ups may 
have a subversive, even carnivalesque nature.  

(Danet 1996) 

 

For the structured confined system of corrupt representative democracy the Internet, it is held, 

substitutes direct democracy. The only requirement for participating in this de-localised forum is 

the desire to do so; there are no other constraints on Netizenship.  

Netizenship is given priority over, indeed juxtaposed to, citizenship. Netizens, are 

presented as activists, as creative, energetic players, with strong opinions on a variety of issues, 

for, living in an inherently anarchic direct democracy and having free access to information, they 

are the ultimate decision-makers. As the co-founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation puts it,  

 
I do believe, however, that there is a discernible cultural flavour to cyberspace, that 
whether we’re jacking in from Sunnyvale or Uzbekistan, we tend to be libertarian, 
opinionated, and generally devoted to the free flow of information. 

(Barlow 1996)  

 

In fact, Netizens were surveyed by Wired magazine to establish precisely this. According to the 

survey, Digital Citizens are democrats, who believe in diversity, who are optimistic about the 

future and who think that the impact of Bill Gates on America is similar to that of Bill Clinton 

(Katz 1997:78-80). 68 to 69 per cent of Digital Citizens trust themselves as agents, believing that 

they control change. Above all, between 55 to 59 per cent of Digital Citizens believe that 

Internet users rather than the government should regulate the Internet.32 

 

Information is empowering 
 
Nothing could be more disembodied or insensate than cyberspace. It’s like having had 
your everything amputated  

(Mundo 2000) 
 

According to Internetphilia, freedom from socio-economic structures leads to the empowerment 

of the individual. The currently prevalent culturalist face of Internetphilia is concerned with 

                                                                                                                                  
31 The suggestion that the Internet is a frontier-like domain similar to the 'Wild West' is developed by 
Sardar. What concerns this thesis is why anti-statism is important in this construction (Sardar 1996). 
32 This paragraph on the Netizens is based on the material and ethos reflected in the 'Netizen' pages of 
Wired magazine from 1995 to the present, as well as in 'Cyberights Now' and the on-line sites of 
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subjectivity and on-line cultures: the specific communities and virtual subcultures emerging in 

the on-line world. The richness of post-Gutenberg cultures is underlined as are the opportunities 

for individual empowerment offered by interactive communication which, being a mutual 

reciprocal process, transposes power. Interaction is implicit in all multimedia (Negroponte 

1995:70), therefore new information technologies transform broadcast into broadcatch. The 

power to decide what information one wishes to access, the power to choose what to harvest 

from the plethora of free information available is given to every individual. In the Internet, 

'prime time' becomes 'my time' (Brand 1989). The analogue media couch potatoes can therefore 

transform themselves into active participants, into producers of the on-line world, they can create 

their own characters and perform 'virtual surgery upon themselves' (Reid 1996:329). Such 

empowerment makes everybody equal; for by giving access to information and agency to the 

marginalised, it subverts the power structures of the real world. Consequently, the disfranchised, 

the individuals isolated on the periphery of the socio-economic power structure, will be given the 

power to be free; from cultural dupes they will become active Netizens. In the Internet world 

everybody is equal, irrespective of class, race, religion, ethnic group, gender or sexuality 

(Negroponte 1995:84, Poster 1995:3). Disembodied, the Netizen is free of ‘the flesh’ and the ills 

it carries with it. As a result, old hierarchies of power become redundant in a virtual world in 

which the user dictates his/her identity. As Poster sums up with regard to the weakening of 

prevailing social hierarchies: What appears in the embodied world as irreducible hierarchy, plays 

a lesser role in cyberspace."33 

  

 Postmodernist Internetphilia 

 
Internet experiences help us to develop models of psychological well-being that are in a 
meaningful sense post-modern: They admit multiplicity and flexibility. They 
acknowledge the constructed nature of reality, self and other. 

(Turkle 1996) 
 

One of the effects of this new-coming thinking and literary space, due to the Web and 
the Net, is a continual shift into a new sphere of thinking, which is ecological, 
relativistic, postmodern and full of uncertainty.  

(Kelly1996:160) 
 

Digital worlds are the supreme vehicle of postmodern expression. 

(Holtzman 1997:126)  

 

                                                                                                                                  
HotWired and the EFF. For examples typical of the above see, apart from the articles cited in the 
footnote above, Barlow 1996 and Heilemann 1996. 
33 There is a heated debate around identity and the body, disembodied politics and the 'meat'. For a 
celebration of the emancipatory, empowering consequences of disembodiment in the Virtual 
Community, see Penny 1995. For a critique, see Stone 1991 'Will the real body please Stand up'. 
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The idea that the Internet leads to individual empowerment, freedom and agency has been taken 

up by some authors advocating a postmodernist version of Internetphilia. Postmodernist 

Internetphilia is concerned with interaction as a tool for individual empowerment; it focuses on 

the more interactive aspects of the Internet (but neglects their limited scope and popularity). It 

sets out to explain cyberculture as a postmodern configuration by analysing IRC (Interactive 

Relay Chat) communication and MUDs (Multi User Domains). Taking the individual as its unit 

of study, it is more interested in individual empowerment than in situating the Internet in the 

wider political process.  

An attack on modernity is launched by stressing individual empowerment. S. Turkle's work 

typifies this. Modernity is criticised for ontologising the subject, rigidifying identity and 

condemning the modern subject to a formalistic life. The Internet is seen as providing the virtual 

space where the subject can free itself from this Kantian curse. 'The virtual space is a raft, the 

ladder, the transitional space, the moratorium, that is discarded after reaching greater freedom' 

(Turkle 1995:263). Modernity is taken to be synonymous with formalism, rigidity, immobility, 

the modern subject is held to be monolithic 34. The objection to modernity is that 'the essence of 

the self is not unitary, nor are its parts stable entities. It is easy to cycle through its aspects and 

these are themselves changing with the constant communication with each other' (Turkle 1995: 

264). The Internet is seen as coming to the rescue. In it, identity can regain its fluidity; it can 

become a form of masquerade, enabling individuals to break away from the socio-economic 

structures that defined them and confined them to the same stale form, thus allowing them to 

explore and liberate their potentialities. As Poster writes: 

 
If modern society may be said to foster an individual who is rational, autonomous, 
centred and stable (the reasonable man of the law, the educated citizen of representative 
democracy)... then perhaps a post-modern society is emerging which nurtures forms of 
identity different from, even opposite to, those of modernity. And electronic 
communications technologies significantly enhance these post-modern possibilities.  

                                                                                                   (Poster 1996:184) 
 

 Therefore, as Turkle argues, cyberspace offers the opportunity to 'cycle' through the multiple 

unstable aspects of the self, inventing virtual identities which reflect critical thinking about a 

postmodern condition (Turkle 1995:257). So, for example, the exploration of gender swapping in 

on-line communications is 'an extreme example of a fundamental fact: the network is in process 

of changing not just how we work but how we think of ourselves and ultimately who we are' 

(Brockman 1996:323). 

 

 Information is global 

   

                                              
34 Turkle’s book Life on Screen is included in this category. 
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The new access to information can draw people together by increasing their 
understanding of other cultures.  

(Gates 1996:298) 
 

Information is global because the Internet conflates distant points, removing the limitations of 

geography (Negroponte 1995:165); 'the power to control activity in cyberspace has only the 

most tenuous connections to physical location' (Johnson and Post 1997:6). The information 

superhighway will transform the geopolitics of information, making unequal access to 

information due to geographical location a thing of the past, because 'it can deliver to a sparsely 

populated universe, like Urdu-speaking brain surgeons around the world, even though there may 

be two or fewer per city' (Negroponte 1996a).35 Having no physical location, no geographical 

boundaries within which social structures can develop, the Internet is by its very nature non-

hierarchical. 

Geography is redundant, as is geo-power. Consequently the Internet will empower individuals in 

the social margins and institutions or countries of the socio-economic periphery. In support of 

this idea numerous stories of people logging-on from rural areas and remote locations are 

narrated.36 

This de-localised forum destroys the old links between geographic location and the 

power of governments to exercise control (Johnson and Post 1997). It constitutes the Internet’s 

sovereignty in a realm above the physical. Netizens do not inhabit any place (in the conventional 

sense of the word); consequently the modern political process, being bound to notions of 

national territory, cannot provide channels for their expression. The globality of the Net thereby 

renders governmental sovereignty extinct as nation-state boundaries are undermined,37 aiding 

the explosion of information world-wide. As Baker put it 'the wisdom of the day is that global 

information networks will be a force for freedom, breaking down barriers to information even in 

closed societies' (Baker 1995:1) 

This is the general underlying theme of Internetphilia’s anti-statism; what is claimed is 

not only that the nation-state is redundant because of the Net's globalising effects, but that 

through this globalisation the Net can set free local communities and cultures subsumed by the 

modern nation state. The Internet destroys the 'national', creates the 'global' and frees the 

                                              
35 On the fifth anniversary of Wired magazine, Negroponte renewed his faith in the transforming 
power of the Net arguing that the third world will no longer be third since the Net leverages latecomers 
in the developing world (Negroponte 1998). A similar point is made by Barlow (1998).  
36 Typical of this is Negroponte’s story, presented in Being Digital, of how he logged on from the 
small Greek island of Andros or the story of Marc Warren who was born in a little village outside 
Maine and decided to build a BBS (Conway 1996). 
37 It is worth noting that the editors of Wired put forth that this is also the opinion of the world’s 
economic leaders; according to a poll carried out by Wired at the 1996 economic forum and presented 
in its fifth anniversary issue, 43 per cent of these leaders believe that the digital world is eroding the 
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'local'.38 This extremely important suggestion has to be seen as a more politically-oriented 

version of postmodernist Internetphilia on identity: In the same way in which the subject is freed 

from his modern rationality, formalism and rigidity, local communities are freed from nation-

state politics that did not express them but subsumed them. 

In addition, it is also believed that globally-shared information will harmonise different 

cultures and customs. A new common language, the voice of a global cyberculture, is seen as 

emerging on the Internet, one that cuts across ethnic and language barriers.39 Central to this 

perception of the Internet as global is a perception of technology as neutral: in Negroponte’s 

words “computers are not moral”. Also integral to it is a perception of language as a neutral or 

diaphanous means of expression, independent of perception, a merely 'operational language, 

utilitarian language that lands planes safely and keeps the Net’s infrastructure running' 

(Negroponte 1996a:216). Being neutral, English can serve as a common code, a 'tool' for global 

communication and harmony. As Poster explains,  

 

The Internet normalises American users. But the issue is more complex. In Singapore, 
English serves to enable conversations between hostile ethnic groups, being a neutral 
'other'. 

 (Poster 1996:187) 

 

Finally, the Internet is held to be global because its proponents feel it can orchestrate the 

feelings and thoughts of the world.40 It can become what TV is for individual nations: a 

reflection of the planet's spirit, a universal experience, creating a feeling of communication and 

a sense of global belonging. Echoing the classical liberal functionalist position at the prospect of 

TV converging with the Net, as articulated in the work of Katz and Dayan (Dayan and Katz 

1994), the Wired editorial board writes that with the Net 'you are participating in a ritual that 

links you to thousands of other citizens.... there is a value in common and simultaneous 

knowledge' (Wired Editors 1997:79).41 

 

 

                                                                                                                                  
power of the nation state quite a lot and 18 per cent to a great extent. While 52 per cent think that nation 
state power will have been eroded quite a lot by 2010 (Wired Editors 1998: 188). 
38 This double tendency is discussed in a very different way with very different conclusions by 
Volkmer 1997. 
39 For an analysis of different virtual subcultures see CyberSociety. For an analysis of the emergent 
cyber-language see Derry 1994. 
40 A prevalent position in the press is that the Internet reflects the good and bad of society, a position 
particularly evident in content regulation discussion. As Margolis, the president of BPL typifies 'All the 
good and bad you find in the world, you find on the Internet' (quoted in Goodman 1997). 
41 Another classic functionalist remark is: 'the Internet has created the most precise mirror of people as 
a whole that we have ever had' (Lanier 1998:60). 
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Information is decentralised 

 

Global yet decentralised, the Net is inherently transnational. 

 (Dyson 1997:9) 

Information is decentralised because technically the Internet has no centre.42 Furthermore, the 

sheer global volume of information traffic on-line and the rate at which it is increasing make it 

impossible for any one authority to exercise control (Johnson and Post 1997). In 1995 the 

Internet consisted of at least 30,000 computer networks, connecting 1.5 million individual 

computers (Jones 1995:4). By 1996 user numbers varied from the 35 million estimated by 

Infoquest to a much lower 10 million estimated by Morgan Stanley. As the Internet grows by 

10per cent every month (domains were 500,000 in July 1996, up from 100,000 in 1993 

according to Network Wizard) Web sites are doubling every fifty days. While, one new home 

page is born every four seconds. 

   That the Internet is decentralised and hence cannot be technically controlled is a theme 

developed by the majority of Internetphilic writers (Negroponte 1995, Johnson and Post 1997, 

Froomkin 1997, Gates 1996, Volkmer 1996, Barret 1996, Caruso 1996, Schwartz 1997); their 

claim is accompanied by technical details and examples of how Internet control and regulation is 

doomed to fail. The assertion is that the technical impossibility of regulation and control will 

progressively erode nation-state power because 'the Net’s envelope is the whole planet. Some 

governments talk about curtailing their nations from the Net, monitoring bit streams and banning 

offensive Web sites – all essentially impossible tasks' (Negroponte 1996b:112). Conversely, that 

the Internet is decentralised is held to constitute proof that there could never be a power-centre 

on-line, let alone global control of the Internet; besides, structuration is technologically obsolete. 

The Internet’s dispersed distribution system is the best defence against possible structures. As 

one of the 'digerati' D. Caruso notes:  

 

The fundamental power of network technology is that it blows apart huge existing 
infrastructures because just about everyone can put a Web site on the Net and publish 
for an audience of millions, instantly. This distributed environment of networks 
obviates huge media structures. If they don’t pay attention, the technology will blow 
them apart.  

(Caruso 1996:57) 
                                              
42 Developed by the US Department of Defence, as a decentralised computer system. According to 
some it was developed to survive a nuclear catastrophe (Drew 1995:81) by enabling the fail-safe 
transmission of information via a new message packaging system (Negroponte 1995:233). For a 
different opinion of the causes of its development see footnote 76. The Internet is indestructible since 
part of this network of networks is bound to survive (one cannot destroy all of the computers in the 
US). Appendix A faithfully portrays the idea conceived by L.Robert in 1963, as well as the difference 
between the Net and other networks (Lyon and Hafner 1996). The Net is a network of computers, each 
of which communicate separately with many others rather than via one central computer. So, in virtue 
of there being more than one route for the transmission of information from computer a to computer b, 
if information were to be lost in communication, there would exist many other routes. 
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 The above four qualities establish the Internet as distinct from other mediums, for together they 

guarantee universal access. In the prospect of such universal access orthodox questions regarding 

the relationship of the media and social institutions become redundant. To sum up in 

Negroponte’s words:  

But more than anything, my optimism comes from the empowering nature of being 
digital. The access, the mobility, and the ability to effect change are what make the 
future so different from the present.  

(Negroponte 1995:231) 
 

 

 Information is unmediated and powerful 

Underlying all Internetphilic hype and exaggeration lies the core idea that more information 

means power. The connection between more information and power is established by a liberalist 

argument as follows: access to information extends knowledge; more knowledge widens the 

scope for choice and increases the capacity for rational decision-making; this double extension is 

equivalent to an increase in freedom and freedom is power. So the Internet, by giving citizens 

around the globe access to a plethora of information, extends and deepens their freedom, thereby 

empowering them. 

This extension of freedom is discussed within the metaphorical framework of a free-

marketplace of ideas; attaining it is what democracy is all about. This metaphor can only be 

realised if unmediated communication is guaranteed. For the exchange of ideas to be truly free, 

the expression of ideas has to be unmediated and really reflect the individual. Freedom of 

expression can be an extension of individual freedom only if such expression is not 

compromised through the mediation of external elements. For Internetphilia, the Internet evokes 

an essentially unmediated environment, a world without mediation; a marketplace of ideas where 

individual sovereignty is maximised, an environment with no structures. Intrinsic to this is an 

idea of technology as a neutral, non intrusive, and thus benign, tool.43 Technology becomes 

nothing but the means by which individual choice gains utility, a tool through which freedom is 

extended. This means that software and hardware technologies are considered diaphanous rather 

than being conceived as value-laden means of expression. 

 

 Internetphilia’s different manifestations 

Despite this clarity in essence, Internetphilia is not a static dogma. Its prevalence and success lies 

exactly in its ability to evolve by accretion consonantly with the obtaining circumstances. Thus, 

notwithstanding its later development, the characteristics described above are more or less 

                                              
43 The idea that technology, and more particularly software, is a benign tool is explored and criticised 
in detail in Chapter 5. 
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prevalent in all of Internetphilia’s manifestations. Having surveyed Internetphilia’s first 

manifestation, we shall now follow its course through the years of the Net’s development. The 

key theme in understanding Internetphilia’s subsequent manifestations is private property, an 

issue that has acquired increasing symbolic importance in the ideology’s development. 

 

The confusion of the virtual agora with consumer democracy  

 
Since the Internet has moved from techie preserve to office park, shopping mall and 
entertainment arcade, it is sheer fantasy to expect that it will be left a libertarian island 
in a world full of jealous competitors and conflicting public objectives.  

(Noam 1997) 
 

The Internet in the West developed from a medium used by a small number of researchers to a 

much more widely used one (Bournelis 1995). According to Network Wizard the number of 

hosts 44 was 3 million in 1993, 14 million in 1996, while the most ambitious estimate of users 

on-line is NUA’s 74 million in 1997 (NUA 1997). The predominating feeling in the late 1990's 

is that the Internet has been commercialised45 (Schwartz 1997:15, Economist 1996, Lohr 1994, 

Noam 1997, Barran 1998:125, McChesney 1998:21, Andrews 1994, Hudson 1997:11-37, Miller 

1996:23-24, Henning 1997:17-18) It has gone corporate, mainstream. In other words, according 

to orthodox Net-history,46 expressed most clearly by Hauben, the Internet was an 

uncommercialised, 'pure' interactive medium ruled by the people for the people, and sold off by 

the US government to capitalism. This 'sell off', usually referring to the sale of the NSFNet 

backbone to companies in 1994, marks the commercialisation of the Net, and is held responsible 

for the medium's later development (Hudson 1997: Chapter 4). For the more romantic it 

foreshadows the death of the Net; thus, Hauben dedicates a chapter to the subject entitled 'The 

Imminent Death of the Internet Predicted' (Hauben 1994).  

The rapid commercialisation of the Internet saw the defensive renewal of central 

Internetphilic positions. The following paragraphs explore the striking continuity between 

Internetphilia’s first manifestation and its subsequent ones. Elements retained include anti-

statism, the importance of individual freedom and the implicit metaphor of the free-marketplace. 

However, the key to understanding Internephilia’s second articulation lies in the heterogeneity of 

                                              
44A host is defined as a domain name that has an IP address associated with it, for example 
mail.bigcorp.com, and can be any computer connected to the Internet by any means such as full or part 
time, direct or dial-up (Internet World 1996:46). 
45 For an example of how this is reflected in the popular press see the Guardian’s story on the 
commodification of pornographic Web surfing and the cover story of Net magazine titled 'The End of 
the Free Ride' (Net 1999). 
46For example, see Johnstone 1996:30. An example of how this Net-history is presented in the press is 
Lohr 1994. 
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Internetphilic attitudes to private property, which, notwithstanding their tensions and 

contradictions, also highlight the continuities mentioned above.  

 

Is information property?  

Internetphilia's views on private property are extremely complicated, ambivalent and, as we shall 

argue, contradictory. As a consequence, it might be held that the manner in which it relates to 

private property is the Achilles' heel of the ideology as a whole. It is in this ambivalence, 

confusion and tension that the seeds of the current, most prominent face of Internetphilia is to be 

found. This current version is consumer cyberdemocracy and is discussed later in this chapter. 

The suggested ambivalence and tension seem to be the result of an inherent contradiction in 

Internetphilia. Internetphilia is clearly grounded in neo-liberal thought, for which freedom of 

speech is paramount. It is in its need to prioritise freedom of speech, while at the same time 

showing that the Internet subverts existing material relations that the contradiction arises. In neo-

liberal thought, the principle of freedom as 'freedom from' is closely allied with the right to 

private property. With private property, the right to exclude others from the use of the things one 

has a property in, provides the means for exercising one’s freedom, for this exclusive use allows 

the better realisation of one’s goals. In consequence, private property is a necessary ingredient of 

freedom. But Internetphilia presents the Internet as the medium in which there is no private 

property.  

To maintain their plausibility and resolve this potential contradiction Internetphilic 

authors make only limited reference to material conditions; at a very basic level, little attention is 

paid to how this utopia of freedom is to be realised. Precisely because the Internet is portrayed as 

existing beyond reality, in virtuality, the material conditions that will deliver this technopia to 

the world are not discussed in any detail, so that these contradictions are in effect never 

confronted.47 One can discern three interrelated approaches with regard to property issues. The 

first is that the Internet 'cheats', 'plays with' or 'steals from' the powerful in existing relations, the 

second is that it remains untouched by them, existing in a realm above society, and the third is 

that it subverts existing inequalities by correcting the existing property system's 

dysfunctionalities. Let us examine these in turn. 

 

The hacker counterculture 

The first stance adopted by Internetphilic authors glorifies the hacker. It also explains why 

software cannot be patented, how the essential characteristics of Internet-related technologies 

destabilise the capitalist system and how patenting is incompatible with new technologies (The 

League for Programming Freedom 1996, Garfinkel et al 1996). Since there can be no private 

                                              
47With the commercial uses of the Internet booming, discussions of private property on-line can of 
course no longer be avoided, hence Internetphilic references are increasing.  
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property on the Internet, copyright law is rendered dysfunctional. While, the people that 'steal 

this knowledge from the capitalists and give it out for free to the people' are held to be the Robin 

Hoods of the digital era. Eponymous organisations and individuals devoted to hacking are, thus, 

considered digital heroes: the Legion of Doom, Legions Of the Underground,48 the Prophet, 

Night Lightning, Nu Prometheus49 and Phiber Optik50 are among the better known such heroes.  

 

A hacker is someone who experiments with systems…Hacking is playing with systems 
and making them do what they were never intended to do. Breaking in and making free 
calls is just a small part of that. Hacking is also about freedom of speech and free access 
to information - being able to find out anything. There is also the David and Goliath 
side of it, the underdog vs. the system, and the ethic of being a folk hero, albeit a minor 
one.51  

 

This is supported by a general tendency to glorify individuals who in some way oppose the 

system.52 This Internetphilic approach to private property does not advocate the overthrow of 

the private property system; instead, it advocates mocking, stretching, playing and disobeying its 

rules in the name of individual free action. Information terrorism is a symbolic protest against 

secrecy and the economic exploitation of information. 

 

Capitalism leaves the virtual world untouched 

The second position is adopted mostly by authors concerned with the subject in cyberspace as 

well as by authors who hold a more culturalist perspective. Its basic tenet is that current 

conditions do not harm or indeed affect the Internet in any way other than, possibly, by opening 

it up to more users. Turkle’s writings seem to follow this path.53 This perspective appears to be 

indifferent to material conditions and makes no mention of the economic circumstances within 

which the Internet has developed. Its underlying assumptions, however, have important 

consequences. For they imply that current material relations, being irrelevant to cyberspace and 

having no influence on the Internet, require no changes. The technological character of the 

Internet is such that it will either resist them or transcend them and thus render them irrelevant, 

existing but not influential. The proponents of this position sometimes further imply that it is 

                                              
48 An example of hacking that typifies this old media/new media juxtaposition is when this group 
accessed Time Warner. For details on this issue see http://www.actionline.com . 
49 These are names of hacker groups acknowledged in America. They have all been under prosecution 
or investigation in Operation Sun Devil; an operation set up by the US to combat hacking and 
information terrorism. For details see Barlow 1996b. 
50 Phiber Optik was the first hacker to be jailed in the US, 'the digital age’s first full-fledged outlaw 
hero' (Dibbell 1996:135). 
51 This anonymous statement by a hacker can be found in Denning 1996. 
52 See for example the cover story in Wired, March 1997 (UK edition).  
53See for example Turkle 1995: 238. 
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capital that has enabled the wide use of the Net and that the commercialisation of access to it has 

no influence on the mode of on-line communication.  

 

The Internet as the perfect market  

 
Early enthusiasts of on-line networks - particularly the Internet – resisted the idea that 
these networks might be used for commercial purposes (as some still do) … But 
community and commerce need not be at odds. Community in fact provides a unique 
context in which commerce can take place as customers equip themselves with better 
information. The result is a “reverse market” in which power accrues to the customer.  

(Hagel and Armstrong 1997:16) 
 
 

The third and currently most popular approach to private property on-line is one that sees the 

Internet as the perfect efficient market (Barlow 1997, Economist 1997, Kahin 1997, Schwarz 

1997, 1999, Rossetto 1997:244, Tapscott 1996). It is fair to say that after 1996 this approach has 

become hegemonic; it lays down the paradigm for discussions of the Internet and private 

property, and admits of no alternative approach. Its primary claim is that the Internet gives rise 

to a whole new financial environment, a new economy based on abundance rather than scarcity 

(Kelly 1998:39), where supply and demand are equal and prices set at the lowest optimum level. 

Oligopolies are avoided because of low market-entry costs, market dysfunctions are history and 

diversity is guaranteed. This market is a producer and consumer paradise. Where atom 

economies are based on limited supply and natural monopolies, the new bit economy is based on 

competition and flux. The nature of the new marketplace is dynamically competitive. As Gilder 

puts it, 'technological progress creates new means of serving old markets, turning one-time 

monopolies into competitive battlegrounds' (Gilder 1994:5). Distribution and packaging are 

phased out. In the world of bits there is no packaging and no distribution since both of these are 

automatic. Marginal costs are abolished and hence economies of scale stop being a competitive 

advantage. Whereas differential pricing is difficult in an atom economy, it is a matter of an extra 

click in the bit economy. These characteristics lead to higher network efficiency. 

This is a market driven by demand. Leading economists such as Pareto argue that a 

necessary condition for market efficiency is that the marginal willingness to pay equal marginal 

cost (Varian 1996); and as Negroponte notes 'in the world of bits, marginal costs are often 

indistinguishable from no cost. Once a user consumes a few bits , why not let him or her have a 

few more for free? ' (Negroponte 1997). Price on the Net equals this marginal willingness to pay; 

in other words demand sets prices. 'Instead of scarcity of supply the Web economy exhibits a 
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scarcity of demand' (Schwartz 1997:2). In this new market, it is the consumer who at last calls 

the tune.54 Negroponte's anecdote sums up the assertion that this is a 'demand' era. 

Mr Negroponte, this is AT & T’s international line-load balancing system. Tonight, we 
can offer you an hour’s conversation with your son in Italy for just $5. Press 1 to place 
the call: 'Hello AT&T this is Nicholas Negroponte. I’d like an hour’s video conference 
at 128 KBP’S with my mother in London within the next 48 hours. Any time of the day 
is OK. I’m offering $1. Call me back when you’re ready to place the call.  

(Negroponte 1997a 112)55 
 

In other words, traditional market conditions that can lead to exploitation are based on scarcity. 

If the Internet is the perfect market, then venture capitalism is the perfect system to 

supply it, for no inequalities of access and opportunity occur in such a market. As HotWired 

writer S. Geer writes, 'the Web's sheer size and diversity will continue to stimulate competition 

and growth making it difficult for any single company to dominate' (Geer 1996:24). There is 

thus no reason to regulate the Net.  

Implicit in the above is the assertion that there is no 'big money' to be made out of the 

Internet, attempts to colonise cyberspace being doomed to fail (Bloomberg 1997) (Kantor 1998). 

The Internet is not only the land of the free, but also of the cheap (Stol 1996:282). If the market 

cannot be dominated and supply and demand are equal, then consumers cannot be exploited nor 

any company make excessive profits; consequently 'those who expect to make gobs of money 

off the Web and the Internet will have a curious awakening'  (Stol 1996:283).56  

This approach is also prevalent in all descriptions of the emerging Internet-related 

industries targeting the business user.57 There can be nothing static about digital industries and 

no company is safe, since competition is fierce, turmoil is reality, constant vigilance is required 

and being big means nothing. As Henning puts it: 

 

There is no assurance in new media. New media requires you to be quite deliberately 
pragmatic. You are driven not only by content but also, and firmly, by technology. 
There is a sense of continuous motion in the industry which is at once invigorating and 
intimidating.  

                                              
54 For a graphic portrayal of what this demand-led market looks like in a demand/supply chart, see the 
classic Internetphilic graphs in Hagel and Armstrong 1997:25. Some authors have gone as far as to 
suggest that in the digital economy market function matches demand with supply to such an extent that 
the distinction between them is increasingly difficult to make. In Tapscott's words : 'as mass production 
is replaced by mass customisation producers must create specific products that reflect the requirements 
and tastes of individual consumers, in the new economy consumers become involved in the actual 
production process' (Tapscott 1996:62). 
55 This example crystallises the Internetphilic position. Not only is Negroponte - the average American 
consumer/netizen - in control, presenting the communication giant with an ultimatum, but the consumer 
is perfectly informed with the correct data, the implication being that it is the data/information that are 
the consumer’s tool with which he can proceed to present the conglomerate with an ultimatum. 
56Stoll is a 'digerati' and author of Silicon Snake Oil.  
57 A typical example is a book written by the CEO of Intel, Andy Grove called Only the Paranoid 
Survive: How to exploit the crisis points that challenge every company and career. 



 32

(Henning 1997:31) 

 

An extremely popular claim derives from this approach, namely, that content is king. What this 

amounts to is that, in the absence of market deficiencies, or inequalities produced by the material 

circumstances which allow on-line communication, everything apart from content is reduced to a 

diaphanous, invisible parameter and becomes superfluous. Content thus rules, widely accessible 

and determined solely by individual choice.58 

 

The free market and the Internet as essentially similar entities 

 
Nature is itself a free-market system. A rain forest is as unplanned as is a coral reef. The 
difference between an economy that sorts information and energy in photons and one 
that sorts information and energy in dollars is a slight one in my mind. Economy is 
ecology.  

                                                                                                        (Barlow 1990) 
 

The idea that the Internet is the perfect market, transforming an economic model into a reality, as 

well as the general position that the Internet and free-market capitalism are similar in behaviour, 

is strengthened and emphasised through a dual naturalism. The naturalism characteristic of 

Internetphilia, as described at the beginning of this chapter, is employed to prove a natural 

association between the market and the Internet. This is achieved by the exploitation of the 

existing naturalism in the work of major neo-liberal theorists.59 Hayek, for example, envisions 

the market as a physical entity that mutates and evolves through time, developing towards 

perfection. A parallel between the behaviour of the Internet as a natural entity and the functions 

of the market as a natural phenomenon has been artfully drawn by Internetphilic market 

determinists to prove a natural association between the market and the Internet. The two entities 

are portrayed as essentially similar, intrinsically bound, same in nature and behaviour, similarly 

dynamic and fast. This of course serves to strengthen the two naturalisms in question, creating a 

vicious circle. Kahin typifies this when he writes: 

 

Then again, the market itself has never moved this fast. Within a growing investment 
community, the Internet is seen not only as the once and future NII, but as a vast 
frontier for innovation and enterprise. It is at once physical, logical and institutional, an 
organic mesh of unfathomable richness and vitality. It bears an eerie resemblance to the 
marketplace itself - which, with the coming of the electronic commerce, promises to 
electrify in a reciprocal embrace.  

(Kahin 1997: 184)  
 

                                              
58 This standpoint is a 'matured' version of the ideas presented in this Chapter under the heading 
'Information wants to be free'.  
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Pricing the Net 

Presenting the Internet as the perfect market, relates to and legitimises another line of thought 

not Internetphilic per se, but currently very prominent in discussions of the Net. Its key idea is 

that although at this time the on-line world is not generating any substantial profit, money needs 

to be made for the Internet to survive (MacKie-Mason, Murphy and Murphy 1997, Varian 1996). 

To put it in the Economist's terms 'the Net is too cheap to meter and it has to grow up' 

(Economist 1996, 1996a), and 'whether the Internet can grow out of stumbling adolescence and 

become as delay-free and reliable as the telephone network – ultimately comes down to 

economics' (Economist 1996a:25). The point is that a market can be efficient and remain 

competitive only if producers are given incentives to continue to produce; in other words, if their 

fixed and marginal costs are covered. Marginal costs include a normal profit, that is the profit 

needed to persuade the producer to continue producing. Internet-related markets, such as 

telecommunications and service provision, have extremely high costs, while their consumption 

produces a number of negative externalities such as congestion, long delays, network failures 

and data transmission insecurity. In order to overcome these serious deficiencies and also to 

assure the investment of money in making the Net more secure, differential pricing will have to 

be introduced. In effect, what we are told is that the infancy of the pure, uncommercialised Net is 

over. In order that the Internet itself should survive there needs to be a way in which people pay 

for precisely these services and goods they are provided with; for, such pricing will provide the 

financial incentive for efficient use (MacKie-Mason, Murphy and Murphy 1997). Pricing the 

Internet is a necessity (MacKie-Mason and Varian 1995, McKnight and Bailey 1997) and the 

only mechanism that can efficiently achieve it is the market. To put it in Hall Varian’s words  

 
None of the backbones charge fees that depend at the margin on the volume of data 
transmitted. The result is that the Internet is characterised by 'the problem of the 
commons' and without instituting new mechanisms for congestion control it is likely to 
soon suffer from server 'over gazing'.  

 

The solution proposed is an 'efficient pricing structure to manage congestion, encourage network 

growth and guide resources to their most valuable uses' (Varian and MacKie-Mason 1995: 269). 

It seems to me that without the assurance that there is money to be made on-line this view would 

not be sustainable. Moreover, it is Internetphilia’s insistence that the Internet is cheap and 

ungoverned that legitimises the market as the only way for the network to survive. It would, 

thus, seem that if Internetphilia were less inherently anti-statist and less insistent that the market 

could not harm equality on-line, this ideology could not have prevailed as easily as it has.  

 

The comfortable marriage between the virtual agora and a consumer democracy 

                                                                                                                                  
59 Dery makes a similar point about economic and social Darwinism in Internetphilic thought (Dery 
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It is the Internetphilic thought described above that has established free-market economics as the 

way to the future.60 The transition from the early Internetphilic defence of the Internet as the 

marketplace of ideas to the later position defensive of the Internet as a market-place for goods 

has been gradual.61 In fact, the two standpoints are very similar: according to the former, a 

distinction between production and consumption on-line does not exist; whereas, according to 

the latter a distinction between production and consumption on-line can be made, but is 

insignificant, since the power relationships between the two have been subverted by the perfect 

market. In B. Gates' words: 

 
 

 

 Such a similarity points to a deeper resemblance. Internetphilia, despite its egalitarian, pseudo-

anarchic hippie profile, is totally compatible with prevalent US free-market and free-trade liberal 

ideologies, as it legitimises free-market arguments and produces a technological alibi for those in 

favour of the free-market as the way to the future. This is more or less apparent depending on the 

topic of academic research. Indeed, it sometimes becomes explicit, as, for instance, in 

Internetphilic documents, concerned with the law and government intervention on-line, where 

the support of free market economics is patent. The reader is urged to understand that Internet 

technology itself demands a free-trade paradigm, a global, borderless, commercial environment, 

relieved from the particularities of national legislation and individual governments' caprices - 

any other choice of paradigm in which the nation state is given authority and importance being 

doomed to fail. Above all, it is held, such a paradigm would sacrifice the sovereignty of the 

individual and jeopardise the empowerment of the people. As Kahin and Nelson point out in 

their preface to a volume of commentaries by Harvard academics reflecting the above ideas:62 

 

The transformation now underway on the Internet is not only greater and qualitatively 
different. It has collapsed the world, transcending and blurring political boundaries in 
the process. It gives individuals instant, affordable access to other individuals wherever 
they may be, and it enables each to publish to the world. With this empowerment comes 
enormous potential for unbalancing, even upending, social, business, political and legal 
arrangements. Like advances in transportation and the globalisation of international 

                                                                                                                                  
1999).  
60 For further works in support of the idea of the free-market as the perfect choice for the Net’s 
development, see Baldwin, McCoy and Steinfeld 1996; for more subtle anti-public funding proposals 
see Saskar 1996,  Hallgren  and McAdams 1996.  
61 The transition from cyber-democracy to free market paradise has involved an increasing number of 
documents referring to Internet users as consumers; for example, see Hoffman, Novak and Chatterjee 
1996, Kelley 1996. 
62 Excluded from this is the last article in the book which, despite accepting information as a 
commodity, defends the existence of the state as the only means of preserving and achieving democracy 
(Goldring 1997). The book, published in Europe in October 1999, offers a standard radical political 
economy take on the formation of capitalist digital industries. The critique offered centres on how the 
industries involved in the info-telecommunications sector are deepening conglomerate state capitalism. 
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trade, it contains both opportunities and threat. For countries committed to free markets 
and free trade the opportunities seem too great to pass up.  

(Kahin and Nesson 1997:vii) 
 

The same logic prevails in academic publications concerning electronic commerce (Henning 

1997). 

The above suggests that it would be useful to view from a different angle the sharp 

juxtaposition between Internetphilia and other ideologies etched by Internetphilic authors 

themselves. This would mean viewing Internetphilia not as juxtaposed to well-established 

modernist, liberal, free-market, US ideas, not as standing against a proprietary Net, not as being 

radically post-capitalist and cyber-communitarian and as renewing our faith in a propertyless 

future; but viewing it as part of a wider, multifaceted ideological movement of anti-statist, free-

trade individualism. Even if all Internetphilic authors do not neatly subscribe to this, it is 

important to reverse the map we have been given, so as to perceive that, if one placed 

Internetphilia next to what it identifies as its own enemy, the similarities between the two are 

striking. As we shall see, the review of US Internet-related policy presented in the following 

section and in Chapter 4 supports my point.  

 

SECTION 2 

Internetphilia and politics 

 

Implicit throughout Section 1 is that Internetphilia is not an approach confined to the work and 

discussion of academics or to the wires of Netizen communication. It extends to society as a 

whole and is of significance in understanding current financial and political processes. It 

constitutes the general climate within which the Internet developed (mainly in the US) and has 

thus resulted in the naturalisation of assumptions about the nature of information in the digital 

age. Common ideological assumptions were made at all academic, commercial and political 

levels (including opposition politics) and framed the Internet’s development (again mainly in 

the US). This section traces the parallels between Internetphilia’s core predicaments and ideas, 

prevailing in politics and regulation, and provides further support for the argument that 

Internetphilia as a dogma is compatible with ideologies of minimum state intervention and 

deregulation, consumerism etc, mainly prevalent in the US. It, thus, appears that Internetphilia 

is not so much an  'alternative' or 'innovative' ideology, as a reflection of the spirit of the time, 

the politics of optimism supported by the New Left (Robins 1997).  

  

 Information is unregulated  

 
Governance in Cyberspace (or what the EU calls the Information Society) does not 
adapt to traditional power structures. These structures that we usually refer to as 
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authorities are in essence almost always regionally bound; their authority and influence 
stops at the region's or country's border. One of the unique unchangeable properties of 
Cyberspace is that it moves over those borders, and thus in many ways rejects the 
concept of local authority.  

(Rodriguez 1997:1) 
 

The great majority of documents written about Internet regulation are anti-statist, that is, they are 

against the regulation of Internet related industries on the grounds summarised in the above 

quotation (Negroponte 1996:112). The Internetphilic discourse against government regulation 

builds upon the technological difference discussed above and argues that even debating Internet 

regulation exhibits a failure to understand the essential technical characteristics of the Net. It is 

not only that the Internet requires a new paradigm for regulation, but that regulation per se is 

redundant. Underlying this anti-regulatory stance is a three-fold claim: that the Net is not 

regulated, cannot be regulated and should not be regulated. In Negroponte's words  

 

The Net's envelope is the whole planet... some governments and their regulators talk 
about curtailing nations from the Net, monitoring its streams and banning offensive 
Web sites - all essentially impossible tasks.  

(Negroponte 1996) 

 

These different claims become fused into one in Internetphilic rhetoric. As a result the reader is 

never sure whether the Net should not be regulated because it cannot be regulated, or whether it 

isn’t regulated because it shouldn’t be regulated. That is to say, normative claims are masked as 

statements of reality. The reality presented is one of endless questions whose answers purport to 

prove the Internetphilic case against regulation. What meaning does sovereign power have, if it 

cannot be executed? If a certain page is banned, what stops people from another country from 

hosting the page on their URL to enable access? Similarly who could monitor the vast amount of 

information on-line to determine which sites are to be banned? How could such monitoring 

apply to personal communication without invading individual right to privacy? 

This picture of institutional helplessness is certified by lawyers attesting that in fact it is 

difficult to discuss the law and the Internet for a variety of reasons: the parties involved cannot 

be traced/defined: Who is the user? The person who owns the on-line subscription, the ISP who 

owns the domain, the person who used the computer or the person who owns the computer? In 

the case of accessing illegal material, who is to be prosecuted? The person who produced the 

Web page, the company who designed it, the ISP in whose URL it appears, or the ISP which 

allowed the consumer to access the illegal information? Can copyright still be protected? 

(Economist 1996d). The list of questions goes on and on (Lohr 1996). 
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The anti-regulatory stance rooted in Internetphilic anti-statism extends to scepticism 

towards politicians. The Clinton administration is deliberately portrayed as the enemy of the 

digital revolution, not possessing the 'digital sensitivity' required to understand regulation in the 

virtual age (Barlow 1996, Negroponte 1996). Marc Rothenberg, director of the Electronic 

Privacy Information Centre, sums up the Internetphilic perception of the Clinton administration 

as follows:  

 

When it comes to the power of the state in regulating large areas of personal choice and 
the creation of private space what we have in this administration is a sort of benign Big 
Brother.  

(Heilemann 1996, Barlow 1996, Negroponte 1996)
   

Governments that have attempted to regulate the Internet are accused of being authoritarian. 

The German government's pro-regulatory efforts provide us with a perfect example of 

what is at stake. The German government attempted to regulate Net content in 1996 in order to 

curb the availability of child-pornography on-line. It instructed the ISP CompuServe to ban 

access for German users to some 200 news groups and sites. This triggered reactions from 

Netizen activists worldwide. Old rhetoric concerning German authoritarianism was revived. One 

of the sites banned was that of the magazine Radical, a publication whose printing and 

circulation contravene paragraphs 129a, 3, 140.no2, 130a and 1 of the German Criminal Code, 

and can thus be held to promote terrorist activities which could destabilise the democratic 

regime.  

The response of Internet freedom activists was to create mirror sites to enable German 

users to access the site in foreign URL’s around the world. As a result, an estimated 47 mirror 

sites have been created (McClellan 1996). Remaining faithful to his government's commitment 

to regulate the Net, on August 30 the German Public Prosecutor General informed the Internet 

Content Task Force and all the service providers associated with the force that they should ban 

access to the mirror sites and specifically to the Dutch ISP access for all http://www.xs4all.nl./. 

The German government's warning was clear: 

                  
You are herewith informed that you may possibly make yourself subject to criminal          
prosecution for aiding and abetting criminal activities if you continue to allow these 
pages to be called up via your access point and network modes.  

 

Response was once again predictable. It resulted in a global alert, a pan-Internet campaign 

against the German government, the view of the activist Internet community was that 

All governments should recognise that the Internet is not a local or even a 
national medium, but a global medium in which regional laws have little useful 
effect. Top-down censorship efforts not only fail to prevent the distribution of 
material to users in the local jurisdiction (material attacked in this manner can 
simply be relocated to any other country), but constitutes a direct assault on the 
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rights and other interests of Internet users and service providers in other 
jurisdictions, not subject to the censorship law in question.     
(Global Alert 1996)  

 

The Dutch site in question (Access for all) is a quasi-anarchic site which amongst other things 

hosts a large amount of pornographic material, and who's founding member Mr. F. Rodriguez 

might now face criminal charges. Rodriquez, actively participating in the global alert, argued 

that banning access to the Access for all site meant that Dutch users could not communicate with 

German citizens - a violation of Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights. 

According to this article 'everyone has the right to freedom of expression, this right shall include 

freedom to hold opinions and to receive ad impart information and ideas without interference by 

public authority and regardless of frontiers' (Rodriquez 1996). Furthermore, that commercially 

the ISP Access for All is suffering severe losses since many subscribers have terminated their 

subscription. Within the frame of the global alert in question Rodriguez has become a hero 

amongst the on-line community, a virtual crusader to be admired. To add to this complicated 

picture came declarations from the head of CompuServe in Germany that CompuServe was 

planning to relocate its administrative headquarters outside Germany so that it would not have to 

deal with German legislation. Such a relocation would be typical of the idea that the Internet 

installs a regulatory paradigm which allows individuals and companies to perform regulatory 

arbitrage, picking and choosing the regulatory environment in which they would like to operate. 

(Froomkin 1997) 

 

 Internetphilia and the Clinton Administration 
 

Virtually every business and consumer in America will benefit dramatically from the 
telecommunications revolution. I see even Santa Claus is now on the Internet with his 
own e-mail. (Gore 1993:4) 

 

In presenting itself as an essentially anti-statist doctrine, Internetphilia identifies the government 

as the 'enemy' of the coming revolution. Internetphilic authors focusing on the issues of freedom 

of speech and encryption severely criticise the US government: its officials are portrayed as 

bureaucrats, as the digital homeless of the past, as potential autocrats (Sobel 1996), president 

Clinton is singled out as the least libertarian president the US has ever had, as 'Big Brother Bill' 

(Heilemann 1996). Freedom of speech activists are exhorted to come to the rescue of this new 

media. In the words of an activist: 

There are many who have said that enforcement is impossible over the Internet, so these 
threats to free speech are inconsequential. But any erosion of our basic civil liberties is 
important, and the mere passage of the laws or threats of law suits will have a chilling 
effect on electronic communications. It is important that all of us join the fight now, 
before our basic rights to our communications are eroded even before many of us have 
ever logged on. 

 (Steele 1996) 
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In the US the amount and variety of literature, and the number of support groups and citizen's 

coalitions concerned with protecting individual liberty and protesting against the government's 

curtailment of freedom of speech on the Web is overwhelming. Although the ethos of such 

activism is articulated in the above quote, its passion and intensity cannot be easily portrayed. 

The Blue Ribbon campaign, launched to further this cause, marginalised any other issue in Net 

politics. The movement succeeded in creating a juxtaposition between the US government and 

the unregulated Internet. One could, however, question this juxtaposition since the government 

itself appears to have taken an anti-statist standpoint in so far as the Internet is concerned. In 

other words, the US government's plans for the Internet, as articulated in its visions informing 

the National Information Infrastructure, do not seem to differ in any significant way from 

Internetphilic doctrines, despite the issues of obscenity and encryption. If one sets these issues 

aside, one can discern certain important similarities between the two. 

The National Information Infrastructure (NII), a central policy of the Clinton 

administration, promises a more democratic society, with easy access to government, 

information, new jobs, better health care and a booming service economy. Echoing 

Internetphilia, the administration stresses the inevitability of the new era to come. As Gore notes 

'it’s worth remembering that while we talk about this digital revolution as if it’s about to happen, 

in many places it is already underway' (Gore 1994:2). Like Internetphilia, the vision underlines 

that this revolution will empower and connect people with each other. It will bring about a more 

equal society, where every American will have access to virtual public libraries and instant 

access to government services on-line. This technological revolution is 'a metaphor for 

democracy'; it will democratise the world and ultimately lead to more freedom. In Gore’s words: 

 
To promote, to protect, to preserve freedom and democracy, we must make 
telecommunications development an integral part of every nation’s development. Each 
link we create strengthens the bonds of liberty and democracy around the world.  

(Gore 1994:7) 
 

Like Internetphilia, the administration emphasises that the new era will be egalitarian and 

commits itself to ensuring that this remains so. Again in Gore’s words:  

 

As a matter of fundamental fairness, this nation cannot accept a division of our people 
among telecommunications or information 'haves' and 'have-nots'.  
        (Gore 1994:10) 

 

The administration is committed to developing a broad, modern concept of Universal Service, 

one that would emphasise giving all Americans who desire it easy, affordable access to 

advanced communications and information services, regardless of income, disability and 
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location (The Clinton Administration 1993:5).As in Internetphilia, the globality of the 

network is underlined, the idea being that 

 

From these connections we will derive robust and sustainable economic progress, strong 
democracies, solutions to global and local environment challenges, improved health 
care, and ultimately a great sense of stewardship of our small planet. Or to put it simply, 
'The Global Information Infrastructure offers instant communication to the great human 
family.' 

 (Gore 1994a:7) 
 

Minimum state intervention is at the heart of this vision. Private enterprise is considered the only 

force that can efficiently deliver this technopia to the American people. And indeed private 

companies have invested 50 billion annually in the telecommunications infrastructure, whereas 

US federal involvement through its agenda for action has been limited to 1-2 billion. The role of 

the government is limited to establishing the framework necessary to facilitate it. This 

framework consists in the main of tax and regulatory policies that encourage investment and tax 

incentives for R&D and the creation of new enterprises. The five premises upon which the NII is 

constructed are private enterprise, competition and Open Access, flexible and responsive 

governmental action, and action to prevent the population splitting into information haves and 

have-nots. 

The hidden agenda behind this vision cannot be fully explored within the constraints of 

this thesis. In brief, according to Schiller, the aim of the NII is to facilitate the privatisation of the 

Internet and its reconstitution as a proprietory network. The hidden agenda of the NII consists in:  

 
The circuitry’s capability to carry the product of the communication-cultural 
conglomerates into the nation’s living rooms is what has the corporate communication 
sector salivating. This, and the marketers’ dream to come into the home and rouse the 
residents of active home shopping are the mainsprings of the plan’s motivations. 

 (Schiller 1996:83)
  

 

To be fair, this intention is not entirely hidden, for the Clinton administration has laid bare its 

goals for the Internet in its Framework for Electronic Commerce, a policy discussed in Chapter 4 

of this thesis. 

These aims concerning America's digital future, are not only a policy of the Democratic 

Party, but also form part of the Republican agenda. In his book To Renew America N. Gingrich 

presents readers with a similar vision of America’s digital future. He, thus, writes that  

 

The coming of the Third Wave Information Age brings potential for enormous 
improvement in the lifestyle choices of most Americans. There is every reason to 
believe that this new era will see a revolution in goods and services that will empower 
and enhance most people. (Gingrich 1995:55)  
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Once again, it is the American entrepreneur that must lead the way to this revolution. 

 

Binary and generalised opposition to Internetphilia 

 
Let’s Get Sober…We had the eureka phase in all its euphoric glory. Then the backlash. 
Now that we are beginning to get over the Internet emotionally we may be entering the 
phase in which our brains finally kick in and get to work. 

 (Hudson 1997:1) 
 

In the previous sections I have provided a lengthy exposition of an orthodoxy that extends to the 

whole of society. However, some critical voices have been raised against this orthodoxy and the 

aim of the following paragraphs is to analyse them. 

Opposition to Internetphilia as well as other cyber-critical scholarship has had its own 

history, one that has not been synchronous with Internetphilia's development. Until late 1997 

there were few opposition voices, if one excludes Barbrook's and Cameron's 'Californian 

Ideology'. A further exception are the radical scholars in the US who reviewed US 

infocommunication policy in the aftermath of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, attacking the 

efforts of deregulation made in the name of the Internet. R. McChesney offered a criticism of US 

telecommunications deregulation, referred to in Chapter 4, and H. Schiller a critique of the NII 

as part of a neo-liberal agenda aiming at the further deregulation of US telecommunications 

(McChesney 1996, Schiller 1996). Their reviews and opinions are crucial to this thesis which 

adopts their key critique of transnational state-capitalism and complements their analyses with a 

critical review of European policies.  

The year 1997 witnessed a swing in the pendulum, with further critical work being 

published. The first criticisms voiced were cultural, exposing the symbolic nature and 

inappropriate metaphors employed in the neo-liberal netopic agenda (Sardar 1996, Robins 1997). 

Robins offered an analysis which situates the Internet-related neo-liberal agenda within the 

American political scene and the Western European quest for New Left politics, showing how 

the Net is part of a broader new politics of optimism.  

Such critiques, together with less culturalist approaches, such as the ones offered in The 

Governance of Cyberspace, were important in preparing the ground for destabilising 

Internetphilia. In most cases, however, there were certain weaknesses in their approach. The first 

was a tendency to generalise about telecommunications as a whole, not really offering an 

analysis specifically relating to Internet communication (Golding 1998, Loader 1997). The 

collection of critical essays Governance in Cyberspace, edited by Brian Loader, is63 a typical 

example of this (and the same can be said about the second collection of essays edited by 

Loader, entitled The Cyberspace Divide 1998). Although the introductory essay of the collection 
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states that cyberspace has to be demystified, none of the articles in it offers enough detail to 

really achieve this. To this was added a second problem: the lack of original fieldwork. This was 

particularly the case in Europe, where researchers simply did not have enough experience on-

line to complement their critical insights. As a result expositions tended to be rather short and 

detached from the details of on-line communication. A typical example is Chapter 4 of Global 

Media, a seminal piece in the political economy of digital communication, which is nevertheless 

incomplete. Its authors Herman and McChesney give a valuable account of cyberspace 

communication as part of their general critique of the pan-capitalist media system. However, 

though important, their critique offers no real analysis of the particularities of net 

communication. The article could be re-printed almost as it is with reference to any other 

communications medium. (Herman and McChesney 1997). For example, there is no mention of 

software or of the particular mode of on-line production and how these may influence the 

industry. Thirdly, other critical pieces mirrored Internetphilia’s central tenets and as a result 

potentially important criticism and opposition confined itself to the marginal issue of access. 

This is unfortunately true of some collections of essays such as the Cyberspace Divide published 

as late as 1998 (particularly the article by Holderness). Within such an access-centred framework 

the spatial metaphor of the 'virtual world' becomes a reality from which some unfortunate 

individuals have been excluded. Access to the virtual world becomes the basis for the new 

digital society of haves and have-nots. The world is consequently separated into two massive 

amorphous categories: the wired and the unwired, the connected and the unconnected. This 

categorisation unwittingly performs two vital functions for the sustainment of Internetphilia. It 

reifies the virtual future and present and creates the illusion that entering the virtual paradise is 

merely a matter of time. Rossetto typifies this Internetphilic mentality:  

 
The utterly laughable Marxist/Fabian knee-jerk that there is such a thing as the info-
haves and have-nots - is equivalent to a 1948 Mute whining that there were TV-haves 
and have-nots because television penetration had yet to become universal.  

(Rossetto 1996) 
  

 Hence unequal access to information is dealt with as another aspect of development and 

economic policy. It is never admitted that unequal access itself reproduces existing discrepancies 

and hence worsens and reproduces the socio-geographical crisis. This kind of analysis is also 

harmful because, as will be argued in Chapter 3, it undermines the complexity of virtual gate 

keeping, the complexity of connection and connectivity. It also ignores the discrepancy between 

access to information and access to the production of information. Most importantly it is blind to 

the issue of electronic commerce and does not consider its broader implications, perceiving it as 

a separate matter. Finally, an info-have and have-not analysis cannot offer an analysis of the 

complexity of on-line structuration and power and its relationship to software (an issue explored 

in Chapters 5 and 6). Briefly put, equality and interactivity on the Internet is not merely a 
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question of all of the population of the world getting modems and phone-lines, but a far more 

complicated and difficult matter. 

It was not until late 1998 and 1999 that the critical literature began to provide the 

requisite complicated insights. Such insights, ironically enough, were expressed at the time at 

which Internetphilia’s second articulation was at its peak. The first of these was an endeavour to 

enrich accounts of Internet history, D. Hudson’s brief Net history Re-wired, which featured, 

amongst other matters, a selection of critical e-mails and essays published originally on-line, 

including 'Techno Elite', 'Tired or Wired' and 'Californian Ideology'. Though the book is written 

in a journalistic style and is US centred, it provides a fascinating insight into the Internet’s 

technical and socio-political development, and at the same time documents a series of ongoing 

debates, for example, the function of Wired magazine in the production of e-hype, the objections 

against European neo-luditism, the Internet as a symbol for techno-anarchism.  

A second critical voice came from the Nettime mailing list. The book called Readme, 

featured a collection of e-mails and essays posted at the list by contributors. The collection, 

offers a complicated and heterogeneous collection of critiques that cannot possibly be 

summarised within the constraints of this thesis. The sections of the book in themselves reveal 

a great heterogeneity and complexity in the critique offered by a book which situates the 

Internet at the intersection of different social and industrial forces. There are sections on 

software, markets, work, art, sound, subjects, different mailing lists. Finally, it is important to 

mention Schiller’s Digital Capitalism 1999,64 which offers a general political economy 

approach to the rise of 'digital capitalism'. 

 

                                              
62. As Schiller mentions: 'Networks are directly generalising the social and cultural range of the 
capitalist economy as never before. That is why I refer to this new epoch as one of digital capitalism'. 
The Internet is only a part of Schiller’s wider analysis and is only analysed in Chapter 3 of the book. 
Some of the material and arguments presented bear some similarities to Chapter 3 of this thesis, though 
Schiller’s analysis is far more American-centred. This account of the difference between the Schiller 
approach and my own is based on exchanges and conversations the author and I had at the University of 
California San Diego on 21 February 1999. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Internetphilia's philosophical shortcomings  

and a note on methods 
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Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is twofold. On the one hand, its object is to cast doubt on the central tenets 

of Internetphilia and, on the other, to argue for the merits of a paradigmatic shift in the way the 

Internet is analysed. Chapter 1 outlined the prevalent power-blind ideological paradigm for 

perceiving and discussing the Internet as presented at the time at which this ideology was at its 

peak. In what follows we shall present a critique of this paradigm and its offshoots which aims to 

restore the balance in the corresponding research agenda towards a more egalitarian-based 

analysis, compatible with orthodox European concerns with collectivity, social equality, 

cohesion and cultural pluralism. The chief contribution of this chapter to the proposed critique 

consists in bringing to the fore a number of paradoxes concealed in Internetphilic thought and in 

casting doubt on the theoretical assumptions lying behind Internetphilia. The critique offered 

revolves around two main axes. The first is the argument that Internetphilia is a conceptually 

contradictory ideology, as it seems to blend a number of mutually incompatible positions. The 

second is the suggestion that the neo-liberal epistemological assumptions at the heart of 

Internetphilia are open to doubt. They have been criticised over and over again by political 

theorists in the past, yet Internetphilia does not address these criticisms, while it revitalises and 

naturalises the assumptions in question by establishing an all-embracing, neo-liberal paradigm 

for research into Internet communication. 

The second section of this chapter discusses the methodological difficulties involved in 

working within such a paradigm and explores ways of overcoming them.  

 

SECTION 1 

Internetphilia’s fallacies 

 
The object of this section is to argue that many of Internetphilia’s core positions seem to lack 

arguments of the strength necessary to uphold them and, further, that the evidence brought in 

support of them, in particular as regards economic transformations, would appear to be 

insufficient. The first point we shall discuss is the exaggerated manner in which Internetphilia 

presents the transformations at stake. Empirical evidence in support of this claim is provided in 

Chapter 3, where financial and other data with regard to the development of the Internet is 

presented. In this chapter, we attempt to undermine two key positions advocated in support of 

such exaggerations. The first is technological determinism, the second naturalism.  

  

Technological determinism  

Internetphilia makes a number of exaggerated promises based on the view that their realisation 

is an automatic consequence of technological transformation. Thus, Internet technology itself 

guarantees the realisation of certain politico-economic transformations. The technological 
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determinism underlying this thesis is not an exclusive mark of Internetphilia, but also 

characterises the rise of many new technologies, as it is only in virtue of some kind of 

determinism or essentialism that exaggerated promises of social change can be sustained. A 

consequence of such a position is that if the essential technological characteristics in question 

are absent, the model of transformation presented collapses. Thus, by casting doubt on 

Internetphilia’s technological premises, one undermines its transformation model. 

An example of the technological determinism espoused by Internetphilia is to be found 

in one of the qualities attributed to Internet technology, namely, 'interruption'. Internet 

technology is held to cause a rupture with previous socio-economic relations and establish an 

entirely new economy; it is further held to cause a constant repetition of such ruptures, thereby 

establishing an environment of constant expansion and mutation. This view of technology as an 

originator of novelty in itself leads to a concept of Internet technology as detached from social 

relations, as causally active in isolation from them.  

Unfortunately, there is a paucity of arguments in the literature for this view of 

technology; instead, we are presented with a list of the characteristics in question and constantly 

reminded of them by repeated references to flux, dynamism and movement. Such technological 

determinism has been criticised in the past and lies in contrast with social constructionism and a 

perception of technology as a social force. The relevant critiques underline the fact that 

technology does not have inherent qualities, but on the contrary is constituted within society and 

is to be understood as part of wider socio-economic structures. Technology is, thus, also a 

symptom of social forces and as such should not be axiomatically postulated as inherently 

independent.  

   If one accepts the above critiques - and Internetphilic writings provide no reasons not to 

- it would seem that no technology can mark a break with the past, because at a very basic level 

the mode of producing this technology is rooted in the present, in other words in state-capitalism. 

This raises important questions with regard to the prevailing notion of Internet history, since it is 

informed by this technological determinism and, thus, suffers from socio-economic structural 

amnesia - a point taken up later in this chapter. 

A central contradiction in Internetphilic thought manifests itself in Internetphilia’s 

technological determinism. According to it, digitalisation and Net technology carry with them 

the seeds of change, without however carrying with them the modern prejudices of the society 

that created them, thus taking us to a post-modern condition. In this way, technology causes a 

rupture with the past without being a symptom of social forces. In order to establish that Internet 

technology is an agent of change and therefore free of modern prejudices, Internetphilics 

subscribe to a technological determinism that represents technology as neutral. This is where the 

contradiction arises: for, on the one hand, Internet technology is praised for its neutrality, while, 
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on the other, it is applauded as a means of generating the environment in which a postmodern 

subjectivity can flourish. But surely neutrality and postmodernity are not synonymous? 

  Such a contradiction points toward a more general paradox in the technophilic thesis. It 

seems that there are two lines of thought running through the technophilic position. The one 

involves a postmodern subject positioning, sanctions freedom from the ontological curse of 

modernity and, as pointed out above, promotes the idea that the Internet exceeds the real world, 

the virtual world intertwining with it but existing independently of it. The other, set within a 

rational framework of discussion and informed by orthodox liberal approaches to the media, 

involves a somewhat more pragmatic claim: that the Internet will resurrect democracy because it 

will make information available to all, thereby expanding the cognitive horizons of citizens, 

increasing rational decision making and choice and thus spreading and perpetuating freedom. 

But these two approaches are contradictory; because surely the promise of realising the 

most modern of objectives, democracy, constituted by reason, and a post-modern subject 

positioning, which attacks the idea of one single universal rationality, cannot be accommodated 

in one approach. So, in attempting to do this, Internetphilic rhetoric is rendered paradoxical. 

Poster perceives this paradox and, in defence of the position, argues that his faith in democracy 

is due to the absence of a preferable alternative, rather than to a resurrection of the goals of 

modernity. However, it seems to me that this does not rescue his thesis; the paradox remains and 

undermines the claim to a new era of communication. For, if modernity ontologises the subject, 

then so does participatory democracy. 

Abundance as a technological function  

Related to the above technological determinism and central to Internetphilia’s later 

manifestations is this notion of an economy of abundance. The concept of economic abundance 

is treated as inherent in digital technology and is defined in technological terms. It is presented 

as an ultimate positive quality and an ideal state of economic affairs. 

There are two sets of objections here which together point to the inadequacy of 

Internetphilia’s economic vision. Firstly, it is generally accepted that the economic character of 

goods arises from a single fact: their scarcity. Without scarcity there is no reason for economics 

to exist. This is particularly true of free-market economics as it is via scarcity that goods obtain a 

value and a price, if there were infinite goods to satisfy our wants there would be no need for 

economics. As Menger notes 'the value of goods arises from their relationship to our needs, and 

is not inherent in the goods themselves' (Menger 1950:120). Thus, there is no such thing as an 

economy of abundance. This conceptual problem is related to a wider sense in which 

Internetphilia’s economic goals are somewhat simplistic. The free market is presented as a 

simple and self-regulated entity – a position which runs counter to the legacy of more than a 
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handful economists, including Adam Smith himself, who have struggled to define the 

complicated processes that enable its function. 

   A second set of objections refers to the further production of scarcity within a capitalist 

economy. The argument is that some goods can be artificially defined as scarce by limiting their 

supply and thereby increasing their exchange value. Seen under this light, scarcity or abundance 

are, to an extent, not the function of technology but of the mode of production. In other words, 

seen from another viewpoint scarcity is a function of capitalism, since it is a prerequisite of 

profit. Byfield has presented a critique along these lines with regard to the Domain Name 

System of the Internet. Against the idea that Internet technology means a scarce amount of top 

level domain names, he notes that:  

 

Obviously then the scarcity of domain names is not a function of domain name 
architecture or administration at all. It stems, rather, from the commercial desire to 
match names with names used in everyday life - in particularly names used for 
marketing purposes.  

(Byfield 1999:423) 
 

Naturalism 

The positioning of technology as a cause of social transformation in Internetphilic literature is 

further disguised by a naturalism, which seems to be part of a more general return to naturalism 

in the philosophy of science. Naturalism in this context refers to a construal of technology as a 

natural/biological force which behaves, appears and functions like a biological organism. The 

properties of technology can be observed and knowledge acquired of them using similar methods 

to those used in observing and acquiring knowledge of nature. The position promoted is that, like 

nature and its laws, technology is independent of man and society. The underlying claim here is 

that technology, like nature, cannot be changed; it governs man and society and thus can only be 

obeyed. 

Naturalism has been criticised because it essentialises nature. The criticisms offered are 

similar to the criticisms levelled against positivism and can only be hinted at but not exhausted 

within the constraints of this chapter. Accordingly, critics have pointed out that nature and man 

do not exist as independent entities. On the contrary, nature is the creation of man, since even if 

nature existed as some independent reality our senses could not be trusted to discover its 

properties.  

Finally, the naturalism in question is in total contradiction with Internetphilia’s faith in 

the autonomous individual and his agency. It cannot both be true that Internet technology is 

independent of society and that the driving force of the transformation at stake is the individual. 
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Virtual communication essentialism 

 Internetphilia's exaggerations, technological determinism and naturalism sustain the idea of a 

clear break with the past which allows for a virtual communication essentialism and the 

portrayal of the Internet as an independent entity which functions autonomously of society. 

Within such a virtual communication essentialism, no economic-ideological structural 

constraints that impinge upon individual action are acknowledged and as a consequence 

Internetphilia is power blind. It is blind to macro power configurations of determinant 

significance for the nature of on-line communication. Not even access to the virtual world is 

seen in the light of power in the real world; on the contrary, the virtual world is portrayed as 

having democratising effects on the real world since it slowly erases power. The Internet 

presents liberal media scholars with the opportunity to countervail the objections of their radical 

opponents in the name of technological difference. The liberal Internetphilic answer to radical 

accusations of power-blindness is that, even if there is power in the real world, there is no power 

in cyberspace because of the Internet’s neutral technology. Internetphilia echoes an amalgam of 

liberal functionalist approaches to the media which perceive of the media as independent of 

society, the government, sectarian or class interests, because the media are seen as diaphanous, 

as merely reflecting society, as providing the information necessary to the making of rational 

decisions and a neutral space in which such decision making can be critically discussed. 

Similarly, Internetphilic authors perceive of the Internet as independent of socio-economic 

structures. In so doing, they lay themselves open to the orthodox critiques levelled at their liberal 

functionalist counterparts.  

 

The marketplace metaphor 

Like most forms of anti-statism Internetphilia builds upon a particular65 civic and political 

model, essentially a different form of democracy, that of direct democracy. At the heart of 

Internetphilia lies a populist image (true also of other neo-liberal functionalist positions) of the 

unmediated communication of individuals and the will to return to an Athenian-style direct 

democracy. It is not necessary for Internetphilia to complement its defence of the metaphor of 

the free exchange of ideas with a belief in direct democracy, but it does so. Theoretically such a 

leap is not present in utilitarianism or in the thought of advocates of liberal democracy. The leap 

is made and as a result what is constantly underlined is that people know better what they want 

and need and should be left to exercise their sovereign will.66 In order that this model be 

                                              
65 And as I shall proceed to argue, statism builds on the opposite civic model: that of representative 
democracy. 
66 This theme is taken up by neo-liberal advocates of a free market who believe in representative 
democracy as well; it can be traced back to the thought of Bentham when he mentions 'generally 
speaking there is no one that knows what is in your interest so well as yourself' (Bentham 1843 vol. III, 
p.33). 
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considered at all, whether as a basis for government or as a paradigm for communication,67 one 

has to prove that unmediated communication and exchange between individuals is in fact 

technologically, economically, socially and politically possible. In other words, the model relies 

on and can be defended (whether the defence is good is another matter) as long as one can 

sustain that Net communication is in fact unmediated. For there is no point in distinguishing 

between expressing individual needs and expressing collective ones if the former are not 

autonomous, but dependent on and constructed through the latter. 

Internetphilia’s strength in defending the direct communication and democracy 

approach can be reduced to a technological promise to transform an experiment into reality: the 

Net makes unmediated communication technologically possible, while the absence of 

intermediaries allows the Net to become a global space for the battle of ideas and direct 

governance. However, as we have argued above, technological matters by themselves cannot 

settle ideological ones. It is, thus, not enough to assert that Internet technology enables 

unmediated communication. For, even if one assumes that this is the case, three sets of counter-

arguments to the conclusion that ideas on the Net are unmediated ought to be considered.  

 

 Individual sovereignty: the abstract individual 

Internetphilia is a neo-liberal dogma, and consequently it is not surprising that its fascination 

lies with the abstract individual, an individual which Internetphilia perceives as existing 

independently of and prior to society. It is free to make rational choices and the Internet is 

nothing but a technology that adds utility to these choices. The Internet is essentially an 

extension of freedom. This assumption about the nature of the individual is not new; for 

instance, according to Rawls, 'the self is prior to the ends which are affirmed by it' (Rawls 

1971:560).The criticisms which can be made against this assertion are endless. There is the 

fundamental objection against the idea, voiced by Marx, according to which there is no 

individual outside the social, there can be no self outside society. In Marx’s words: 

 

Man is no abstract being squatting outside the world. Man is the world of man, the State 
and Society, the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In 
its reality it is the ensemble of social relations. 

 (Marx 1968: 29) 
 

One can also draw similar arguments from the communitarian position, which argues that such a 

perception of the individual is flawed, that the individual is not detached from the social (Sandel 

1982, Taylor 1990, Walzer 1983, MacIntyre 1981, 1988, 1990).  

 

                                              
67 Or even, similarly, a mechanism that brings consumers closer to producers, safeguarding the 
efficient use of a free-market. 
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The state of nature and individual freedom 

 
Complete freedom would be a void in which nothing would be worth doing, nothing 
would deserve to count for anything. 

(1979:157) 
 

Reflecting upon a virtual society as constituted independently of the real society, without rooms 

and structure, political authority or power, is similar to believing in the possibility of a state of 

nature. In fact, Internetphilic authors happily sustain this metaphor and indeed maintain that the 

Internet is like the state of nature. The idea that there is such a condition as the state of nature has 

been criticised by political theorists when, writing against Hobbes, Rousseau and Kant, they 

counter that there can be no state preceding civil society and that no social contract instituting 

such a society can be held to have occurred as a historical fact.  

In addition there is a problem with the relation between the state of nature and 

individual freedom. What Internetphilia often implies and celebrates is a state of nature as a 

condition for maximising individual freedom. A number of classical thinkers, however, have 

voiced their objection to this position. For instance, the core of Hobbes’s political philosophy is 

the understanding that the state of nature does not maximise individual freedom, because 

humans, being essentially self-interested, are bound to infringe on the freedom of others. And 

again, the quasi-anarchic insistence that there should be no rules in cyberspace appears to be in 

total contradiction with the Internetphilic obsession to protect freedom of speech, the exercise of 

which, as of all freedoms, requires a guaranteeing structure to prevent its obstruction. As Kant 

puts it, what is required is 'a hindering of a hindrance of freedom' (Kant 1797:338) - otherwise 

we the state of nature obtains. The same problem arises in relation to Internetphilia’s espousal of 

libertarianism in so far as its faith in the free market is concerned., What is implied, for example 

in the writings of Hayek, is that capitalist freedoms are a way of preserving civil and political 

ones (Hayek 1960:21, Kymlicka 1996). There seems, however, to be no inherent connection 

between a free-market, state of nature economy and the preservation of freedom. 

What I am aiming at is the fact that Internetphilics are celebrating precisely that state of 

affairs which centuries of political thinkers have been trying to differentiate from civil society. 

By celebrating the anarchic structure of cyberspace, Internetphilics celebrate what Locke, Kant 

and other political theorists strove to move away from: the state of nature or the state of war. The 

celebration of this virtual fun-fair ensures that questions concerning natural rights, social justice 

and security vanish entirely from the agenda in the name of technological difference. For there 

seems to be no point in examining the relationship between the Internet and social injustice if the 

latter is not acknowledged and the former, being diaphanous, cannot produce inequalities. 

Moreover, a case can be made for the idea that the celebration of such an anarchic Greek agora is 

further deceptive in two ways: it disorientates the reader from the problems of direct democracy, 
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on the one hand, and from the underlying liberal ideology of the Internetphilic thesis, on the 

other. 

 

Direct democracy  

A number of criticisms have been levelled against the direct democracy claimed for the Internet 

and these have not been aimed solely at its purported technological foundation.68 To mention a 

few: Direct forms of communication and decision making present problems relating to the 

relevant community’s size (Arblaster 1987). Most proponents of them argue that they are only 

possible for small communities, whereas the Net, according to Internetphilia’s own self-

understanding, is global; hence representation of some form would be necessary for all ideas to 

be heard, which means that direct democracy would really be impossible on the Net. 

Furthermore, there is the problem of the tyranny of the majority, the danger that the majority of 

citizens might oppress a minority, thus depriving them of their fundamental rights. On the Net, 

this can take the form of spamming, the expression of the negative sentiments of a Net group 

towards an individual, which can lead to his expulsion. The political implications of spamming, 

which can be seen as the digital equivalent of lynching, are not innocent. Surely it would 

constitute a breach of democratic principle were the Net users subscribing to a mailing list to 

vote that women were to be denied entry to it.69 There seems to be no guarantee that minority 

voices would in fact not be under the tyranny of the on-line majority.70 Then, there is the 

problem of who will set the questions to be decided upon, even if it were the case that all citizens 

were indeed qualified to address and answer them. There is also the question of who would 

administer the decision making and, of course, the question of who will execute the decisions. A 

further problem is that in order that opinion, choices and needs be expressed at all, people 

require the knowledge or expertise to make informed choices. And this is all well and good when 

debating the choice of on-line soap-operas, but what about the advertising of white-supremacy 

propaganda? Finally, not providing the reader with a detailed analysis of a concept so central to 

their thesis, technophiles weaken their position as a whole.71 It should be remembered that there 

is no univocal perception of democracy: from representative democracy to liberal democracy, 

socialist democracy to direct democracy, there are myriad issues pending as to the virtues of 

                                              
68 My critique of direct democracy is relevant here in that through it one can understand why the 
notion of the media as a battlefield of ideas is problematic. I am arguing against the whole notion that 
Netizens should decide upon Internet issues - as opposed to somebody else who could make more 
informed choices.  
69 I am not taking a stand on these issues. I am pointing out that these issues have been at the heart of 
political theory and thus cannot be ignored or considered settled. 
70 I do understand that the argument is that a tyranny of the majority can only be exercised if there is 
spectrum scarcity. But this is not true, spectrum scarcity is not its condition.  
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each model, which will inevitably dictate their extinction.72 In other words, the reasons for 

which representative democracy has been preferred in modern Western societies are not 

necessarily technological. It is not legitimate to assume that more direct forms of government 

and expression have merely been rejected on the grounds that technology has not allowed us 

make decisions on every matter. Choosing between the two systems is not a technologically 

dictated reality, it is a politically informed choice, a battle that cannot be exhausted within the 

constraints of this essay.  

Yet Internetphilia appeals in a large measure to populist sentiments to make its case. 

The deceptiveness of such populism is not only indicated by the theoretical shortcomings of 

direct democracy or the elusiveness of the sovereign individual it assumes; for this populism has 

been further charged with patronising the individuals it purports to champion. Such a charge was 

made long before the Net ever existed in the following extract from the Pilkington Report: 

 

In summary, it seems to us that ‘to give the public what it wants’ is a misleading phrase: 
misleading because as commonly used it has the appearance of an appeal to democratic 
principle, but the appearance is deceptive. It is in fact patronising and arrogant, in that it 
claims to know what the public is, but defines it as no more than the mass audience; and 
in that it claims to know what it wants, but limits its choice to the average of 
experience. In this sense we reject it utterly. If there is a sense in which it should be 
used, it is this: what the public wants and what it has the right to get is the freedom to 
choose from the widest possible range of program matter. Anything less than that is 
deprivation.  

(Pilkington Committee Report, 1962: par. 49) 
 

History  

A final criticism of Internetphilia reflects upon its sense of Net history, a sense that is founded 

upon the virtual communication essentialism described above. According to Internetphilia, the 

Internet, following the sell-off of the NSF backbone, was commercialised - a fact which is held 

to explain the medium’s later development, since it is this commercialisation that caused a break 

with the Internet’s previous rosy existence. This view of the Internet’s history is a 

simplification, although its logic is inherent in most articles, Internetphilic or critical.73 The 

existence of such a break is further supported by the underlying notion of the 'authentic Net 

user'. Notions of the authentic, first, 'real' Net users are increasingly assumed by Net theory and 

                                                                                                                                  
71 There are a few references to the term, none of which includes a definition; see, for example, Poster 
1995. 
72 In an interview Negroponte argues 'the state will shrink...Cyberlaw is Global Law', see 
www.hotwired.com/wired/3.11/features/nicholas.html . 
73 Golding writes about the 'mediatisation' of the Internet arguing that history is repeating itself, 
following past scenarios of  'commercialisation, differentiated access, exclusion of the poor, 
privatisation, deregulation, and globalisation'; what he implies is that the Internet before entering this 
process existed in some pure form (Golding 1998). In a similar way Hudson writes about the Net being 
'the Web', arguing that the introduction of the Web marks this commercialisation (Hudson 1997); Bettig 
writes about the 'enclosure of cyberspace' (Bettig 1997). 
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replacing notions of an 'objective' opinion, both being of course equally powerful.74 75 They 

usually become particularly prevalent in narrations of the death of the 'pure academic Net' used 

by 'us' and the 'bad commercial takeover', which made it possible for 'them' to use the Net, but 

of course not in the way it was used by 'us'. This, for example, is the underlying theme of 

Hudson’s account (Hudson 1997).76 The notion of an authentic user easily situates the 

authentic 'old on-line community' as the ideological opponent of those responsible for the 

commercialisation of the Net. 

 This Net history is valuable in that it highlights how the Internet is increasingly 

catering to commerce, obeying prevalent socio-economic structures. It furthermore alerts one to 

the danger of uncriticised commodification. It does, however, have important drawbacks. To 

begin with the whole notion of a 'pure Net' cannot be sustained, since in its alleged pure form 

the Internet was not available to the public; access to it was restricted to those associated with 

the National Science Foundation researchers. It was the product of a set of transatlantic financial 

and political relations. As Terranova notes,  

 

The Internet did not develop out of some intrinsic technological momentum; on the 
contrary it was shaped in the context of the real needs of the Cold War and the massive 
financial investments in 'pure' scientific research made by the US.  

(Terranova 1996:82) 

 

It was 'a scheme of communication, command, and control network that could survive nuclear 

attack' (Rheingold 1993:7).77 To argue that this is more democratic or pure or that it was not 

                                              
74 The publication of Esther Dyson’s book in which Dyson is named 'the first lady of the Internet' is a 
typical example of this (Dyson 1997). 
75 This notion of authenticity is similar to what Gilroy refers to as 'insiderism', the idea that being part 
of a culture legitimises knowledge of this culture (Gilroy 1993). 
76 This notion of the old, 'authentic user' became particularly prevalent in some postings to the Nettime 
mailing list. The moderated list is dedicated to Nettime criticism and hosts the most controversial 
debates on Net-related topics. The list was flooded by a series of exchanges discussing Hudson’s book, 
which being a history, inevitably caused controversy about whether it was an objective history. No 
subscriber dared name his/her account more objective, so the debate replaced objectivity with 
authenticity (Barbrook 1998). These exchanges, as well as some others with regard to the 'Californian 
ideology', are the ones in which this notion of the authentic user became prevalent. See Dery 1998.  
77 One has to note that there is a dispute about the origins of the Internet and its relationship to military 
causes. Some disagree with the opinion expressed by Rheingold and accepted as true in Time magazine; 
the objection is that the Internet was not designed to survive a nuclear war but to strengthen US 
scientific research, facilitating inter-scientist communication. Following the launch of Sputnik in 1957 
by the Russians, President Eisenhower was advised by his Science Advisory Committee that the US 
would lose its scientific and technological lead unless it mobilised. The ARPA and ARPANet were 
founded as a result; these are the predecessors of the Internet (Hafner and Lyon 1996:16). See Hafner 
and Lyon 1996 and Chapter 7 in Hauben 1994 for more details. 
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pressures of the global economy that confined and shaped on-line communication before 

commercialisation took over is absurd. 

Furthermore the distinction between the pure and the unpure Net is something that 

cannot be sustained chronologically. Notions of clear breaks are difficult to maintain 

historically. When did the prostituted Net develop? With the privatisation of the NSF backbone 

in 1994 or with the final deregulation of US telecommunications in 1996? Also, such a break 

cannot explain how Internetphilia and the hype about the Net were at their peak after the date of 

commercialisation. Being Digital was published long after the sell-off, so were the majority of 

the documents referred to in this thesis as Internetphilic. This break, moreover, assumes that the 

Internet is American or at least US led. What it implies is that a change in ownership in the US 

part of on-line connections transformed a whole global medium. This could only happen if the 

medium was American or if it had a centre; but according to Internetphilia’s own convictions 

the Internet is global and decentralised, hence such local developments could not have such 

widespread consequences. Finally, this position cannot explain why in 1994 80 per cent of 

registered WWW addresses were commercial (Noll 1997). 

It would appear that this break, far from constituting 'authentic Internet history', is a 

construction sustained by Internetphilic authors. It performs a vital function for Internetphilia, it 

perpetuates the notion that Internetphilia refers to the early years of the Internet; that if the 

government had not intervened, its predictions would have been realised; and that any proof of 

current commercialisation does not make the dogma less valid. In this way Internetphilia cannot 

be held accountable for there being private property on the Internet today. The alleged break 

provides the perfect alibi. This alibi is currently promoted by Internetphilia in the face of the 

commercialised WWW, with comments such as 'the day in which the Net seemed to exist 

outside the laws of capitalism are just about over', made by HotWired (HotWired 1996). The 

break further functions to overshadow the less communitarian articulations of Internetphilia’s 

relationship to private property and commercialisation. In this way Internetphilia is portrayed as 

being unanimously against commercialisation, as being the patron of the pure Internet.  

Which brings us to what constitutes a far more important concern than any of the above 

objections against this alleged break: narrating Net history in this way does not help bring out 

the tensions and complications inherent in Internetphilia. It is too simple merely to assert that 

Internetphilia was a hyped ideology, a hype that typically attends the rise of any new medium. 

An ideology, moreover, which was betrayed with the rapid commercialisation of the Internet and 

is now fading out. Consequently, the backlash against this ideology, which took place in late 

1997 and 1998, is a backlash that naturally follows the hype enshrined in the rise of any new 
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technology. This line of thinking is increasingly popular,78 going hand in hand with notions of 

Net-phases (Sassen 1998). However, it conceals a contradiction with regard to private property 

inherent in Internetphilia’s first manifestation. The Internetphilic obsession with freedom of 

speech, justified by typical liberal arguments, is undermined by the suspension of private 

property, the second foundation of liberalist civil society. In other words, in traditional Smithian 

thought, minimal state intervention is compensated for by the existence of the market and its 

invisible hand, which assures that private interests ultimately serve the common good, thus 

resulting in an efficient equilibrium of social forces. Technophiles arbitrarily suspend this 

regulating force, but in so doing they undermine the justification of the necessity of freedom of 

speech. If freedom of speech is to be protected at all costs, then so is freedom to private property. 

 

SECTION 2 

Notes on Conceptualisation 

 
The research for this thesis commenced at a time when Internet related research was in its 

infancy. This meant a lack in guidelines with regard to how one presents and structures on-line 

research. To mention some of the questions that have still not received proper attention: whether 

web pages or websites are considered authored works, how one enters search engines or html 

documents into a bibliography, how one cites these in the thesis, who retains authorship of a 

page designed by the Webmaster of a site but featuring some material of another person.  

Most existing research fell under what this thesis terms 'Internetphilia', which means 

that it suffered from the above described infelicities, infelicities which have clear methodological 

implications. The most important of these implications is a disinterest in power, a complete 

disenchantment with structuralism and a general tendency to analyse the Internet as a medium 

characterised by flux, dynamism and fluidity, and, finally, an understanding of the on-line 

process as fragmented.  

Within such a methodological framework the Internet is dislocated from economic, 

historical and social conditions, leaving its audience confident that knowledge of the virtual 

world does not assume an understanding of such conditions. Established is an analytic 

framework marked by virtual communication essentialism, a tendency to describe and analyse 

the Internet in a historical, institutional and above all economic vacuum, the central assertion 

being that even if there is an Internet economy, such an economy is new and different. This in 

                                              
78 See a classic comment: 'It is striking that the man who built his fame as the internet’s main 
cheerleader has begun to sound notes of caution about the system’s speed and anonymity…perhaps it is 
a sign of the maturation of an industry as well as the man' (Griffith 1998). It is also worth noting that 
the phrase 'Information does not want to be free' appeared for the first time in Wired magazine in April 
1998, symbolising a wider acceptance (Bennahaum 1998:104). 
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turn skilfully renders redundant any concerns related to financial inequality, access and 

pluralism. 

Within such a paradigm the studies produced were mostly concerned with MUDs and 

micro-communication, Internet culture, and individual empowerment (as described in Chapter 

1). Lacking was a model of analysis that saw the Internet as situated within contemporary 

capitalist cultural industries, and took mediation seriously by conceptualising on-line 

communication as continuous. In search of such a method and in the absence of any coherent 

attempt to analyse the political economic structures that form Internet communication, aspects of 

radical political economy were employed for this study, hence the title of the thesis 'The Political 

Economy of the Internet'.  

The monochromatic way the Internet has been portrayed allows one (or rather urgently 

compels one) to plunge into an exploration of the 'economic', borrowing from radical political 

economy without any anxiety with regard to the extent to which the economic determines or 

frames on-line ideological production. At issue is not whether the material exercises a certain 

degree of control;79 it is the acceptance that material circumstances lay down the limits of on-

line activity and the production of content. Stuart Hall makes a similar point about the economic 

and the ideological:  

 

The determinacy of the economic for the ideological can be only in terms of the former 
setting the limits, of defining the terrain of operation, establishing the ‘raw materials’ of 
thought. Material circumstances are the net of constraints, the condition of existence for 
practical thought and calculation about society.  

(Hall 1996:44)  
 

Against an ideological paradigm that does not recognise such material constraints on the Net, 

Chapter 3 will endeavour to show that the Internet does not exist in a realm above the 'real', but 

that it is materially constituted and can, therefore, only be understood if the material 

circumstances which enable it are examined. In other words, the aim of Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 is 

to decentre80 the Internet by locating it at the crossroads of a series of intersecting economic 

processes and regulatory changes; a medium with a history, a present and future that is an 

integral part of the economic, political and cultural processes in society. Precisely because power 

is a part of these processes, essential to such an analysis is a view of power as an important 

dimension in the understanding of the virtual communication process, and consequently the 

identification of the power processes operating in the on-line world.  

                                              
79 In other words, before one even discusses the relationship between economic structure and content 
one has to establish that the material affects the Internet  
80I am adopting Mosco’s position here that the process of decentring the media is the key to political 
economy approaches (Mosco 1996), 
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We attempt to achieve the above by using radical political economy as the basis for 

research. A radical political economy81 investigates the social power structure, the particular 

form of exchange relations that emerge in late capitalism. It axiomatically stipulates that the 

economic is determinant under capitalism (Garnham 1990:21). It focuses on examining the 

production of economic surplus. As Marxist it is distinct from the neo-classical or pluralist 

perspective because it privileges production over consumption, supply over demand as the 

determining instance. It furthermore makes a normative claim, namely that the distribution of the 

economic surplus is not optimal as liberal economists would maintain; rather it is historically 

contingent, determined by the capitalist mode of production and would therefore differ under 

another mode of production (Garnham 1990:8). Moreover, it is critical towards the value of the 

liberal public space of debate by measuring it against an ideally democratic public space. It thus 

sets out to illuminate the structural contradiction between the doctrines of political liberalism and 

those of its economic variety.  

It is evident from the above that a political economy of the mass media is concerned 

with analysing them primarily as industries, as financial organisations.(Garnham 1990:30). It 

sets itself the task of investigating how the economic structure constrains and determines media 

production. It is interested in the manner in which media industries produce surplus value 

through commodity production and consumption (Garnham 1990:30). It should be emphasised 

that ‘political economy’ does not straightforwardly maintain Marx's base/superstructure 

dichotomy. It does not merely posit culture as epiphenomenal. Rather, it adopts the core 

argument put forward by the Frankfurt School (Garnham 1990:21,30). According to it 

mechanical reproduction collapses the superstructure into the base, and industrialises it. The 

production of culture becomes an industry and, in Adorno's words, culture products 'are no 

longer also commodities, they are commodities through and through' (Adorno and Horkheimer 

1997:129). Thus, 'radical political economy' contends that Marx was correct in predicting that 

under advanced capitalism all aspects life will be reduced to (will be the equivalent of) their 

exchange value. Garnham helpfully summarises this as follows: 

 

What concerns us in fact is to stress, from the analytical perspective, the continuing 
validity of the base/superstructure model while at the same time positioning to and 
analysing the ways in which the development of monopoly capitalism has industrialised 
the superstructure.  

(Garnham 1990:30)  
 

                                              
81The use of the article 'a' does not imply that a political economy is one homogenous approach to 
media studies. Many strands exist, for example, the instrumentalist approach, see Herman and 
Chomsky 1994, the critical political economy approach, see Murdock and Golding 1991. The plethora 
of these cannot be examined within the constraints of this thesis. 
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Also, as stressed by Golding and Murdock, radical political economy offers a historically 

located analysis: an analysis of media as commercial enterprises in late capitalism (Golding and 

Murdock 1991:17). It is realist in that it is interested in the ways material constraints determine 

the lives of real actors, in real life, in historically specific conditions. These material constraints 

include public intervention (state funding and regulation), increasing conglomerate control, the 

expansion of the media and commodification (Golding and Murdock 1991;19). In examining 

these four key historical parameters, political economy aims at determining the ways in which 

commodity production restricts commodity consumption, economic conditions under which 

economic products are produced inscribes upon their content, as well as the ways in which 

social inequalities influence consumption. Consequently, political economy is not meaning-

blind, it is not indifferent to the content of cultural commodities, rather 'it is interested in seeing 

how the making and taking of meaning is shaped at every level by structured asymmetries in 

social relations.' (Golding and Murdock 1991:18) 

Each of the four parameters mentioned above constitute a central asymmetry of social 

relations examined by political economy in late capitalism. Increasing corporate ownership of 

media industries: how does international conglomerate control of media industries influence the 

public sphere (Golding and Murdock 1991). How do choices made at the level of production 

influence what is and what is not included in public debate? State intervention: how does the 

state directly or indirectly control cultural production through providing or restricting 

information to broadcasters, through funding particular projects etc.?82 Radical political 

economy is also interested in how these four asymmetries influence and circumscribe the work 

of the journalist. 

So, for radical political economy, communication industries are not also industries, they 

are only industries; in the words of Adorno:  

 

Movies and radio no longer pretend to be art. The truth that they are just business is 
made into an ideology in order to justify the rubbish they deliberately produce.  

(Adorno and Horkheimer 1997:121) 
 

The work of Adorno has been seminal in my understanding of the Internet. Adorno’s description 

of how the culture industry segments the audiences, customises and hierarchises content has 

provided the tools for an analysis of the digital culture industry now developing. Particularly 

important has been Adorno’s contention that cultural industries aim at homogeneity and 

continuity in that they appear to be similar (Adorno 1979:115). This alerted me to a key 

methodological problem in current analyses of the Internet: the fragmentation of on-line content. 

  

                                              
82For details of state control over the media see Gandy 1982. 
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The fragmented on-line process 

Current Internet literature and regulation operates upon a distinction between infrastructure and 

content. The two entities are considered different in nature. This results in a general tendency to 

examine the on-line process in fragments, that is, not as a continuous process from the moment a 

user dials up into a server launches a client to communicate. Both cultural studies and political 

economy analyses employ this approach. The result is culturalist analyses that take the on-line 

process to be the viewing of a web page. At issue is the understanding of the on-line experience 

as a dynamic and continuous process. Furthermore, this uncontested methodological approach is 

blind to mediation (an issue taken up below), on-line power. The more fragmented the process 

the more fragmented the power presented. This thesis adopts an approach to the on-line process 

as continuous and in addition suggests a complex of concepts for further conceptualising it as 

such. The concept of signposting, outlined in Chapter 6, constitutes its core.  

 

 Theorising the interface: Internet mediation 

Mediation is the process of intervening or coming between. For Internet 
communication, mediation also involves literally putting a message into media, or 
encoding a message into electronic, magnetic, or optical patterns for storage and 
transmittal. A message on the Internet is encoded, stored, and transmitted according to 
the rules of the client-server application and the TCP/IP protocol suite. 

(December 1996:8) 
 

It is important to note that together with the critical understanding provided by a radical 

political economy approach, this thesis views aesthetics and culture as imperative to a 

complete analysis. This stems from a general acceptance that infrastructure and content, the 

material and the cultural, cannot be neatly separated and should be treated as interdependent. 

This is particularly so in an analysis of Internet communication. It is impossible to analyse the 

material in the Internet in separation from the cultural. If one were to do this, one would not 

have the tools to analyse software, search engines or the interface itself. In short, on-line 

communication is mediated and such mediation cannot be neatly analysed as an economic or 

as a cultural process. Acknowledging this fact as well as the fact that Internetphilia is heavily 

predicated on the idea that mediation is neutral in the on-line world, this thesis views 

mediation as central for understanding e-communication. This automatically posits all 

technologies and cultural factors that allow Internet communication as equally importantly 

composing a uniform similar system in the Adornian sense. Chapters 5 and 6 are entirely 

dedicated to providing an understanding of mediation as a cultural and industrial force and 

viewing the interface, software etc. as cultural and industrial actors which define the 

boundaries for e-communication.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

Digital capitalism: the Internet economy and its infrastructure 
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Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to counter two suggestions with regard to the Internet and private 

property; first, that there is no private property on-line, since the Internet exists above the 

material; and second, that private property in a market such as the Internet naturally provides the 

perfect mechanism for equal resources allocation, setting prices at an equilibrium and 

transforming the Internet into an optimal market - the Smithian dream to balance even existing 

inequalities.  

The first of these arguments will be countered by establishing that the on-line world has 

been commodified and is undergoing rapid commercialisation and that a 'state of nature', like an 

on-line utopia, does not exist beyond Internetphilic writing. The image of a public sphere of 

ideas in which people freely interact, communicating and exchanging information, will be 

juxtaposed to a gloomier picture of a commodified space routing and reproducing existing 

inequalities, where interaction is framed and individual publishing depends on profit. 

Furthermore, it will be argued that this space qua space is under threat by electronic commerce, 

which is threatening to transform the character of the Internet, from a free space for the 

communication of ideas to a proprietary space for the exchange of commodities.  

The second, more difficult task, is one of examining the nature of such commodification 

and commercialisation and how it affects on-line content and different on-line agents. In our 

analysis of the Internet economy, we establish that friction-free capitalism does not, and cannot, 

organise on-line activity. There is abundant evidence supporting this case. Rooted into older 

industries, supply and demand for Internet 'products' are dependent on factors outside Internet 

markets, thus prices cannot be set at an optimal level; large entry costs exist for many Internet 

content industries. Moreover, marginal costs being zero, firms can enjoy economies of scale 

establishing competitive advantages that can significantly distort the free market process. 

This chapter aims to establish that the Internet is a private good, but that it cannot be a 

private good without producing a series of economic and social inequalities.  

 

What is the Internet?  

When situating the Internet, it is essential to overcome the habit of portraying it as a single 

communications medium, an ahistorical virtual entity that will dramatically change our lives. To 

identify power in the on-line world, it is necessary to make an assessment of how large the 

Internet is, of the technologies it encompasses and of the modes of communication it currently 

enables. This does not imply that the Internet’s complicated nature is itself given or static. The 

brief reference to what the Internet currently consists of aims to strengthen the argument which 

will follow: that the Internet has developed in this way owing to material formulations and that it 

was the economic and social circumstances in which it developed which gave it its current 

shape. The Internet is a connection of a myriad of computers and databases around the world. It 
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is the interconnection of 95,800 public and private networks (Fast Company 2000:211). The 

number of host computers has been doubling each year since 1991 and an estimated number of 

16.1 million host computers were directly connected to the Internet in the OECD area in 1997 

(Partridge and Ypsilanti 1997). Estimates of the number of users around the world vary, as 

shown in Figure 3.1. The number of hosts strictly speaking does not reflect the number of users, 

since more than one user can use the same host; this explains the variation in estimates of users. 

IDC estimates that they where 69 million in 1997, up to 132 million in 1999, and there will be 

320 million by the year 2000. According to NUA, there are 201.05 million people on-line in 

September 1999 (NUA 1999). This brief story is common to many introductions to the Net. 

What it does not explain, however, is that when one refers to the Net, one is referring to a variety 

of different connections and a variety of different modes of communication. For example, with 

Gopher one can move from server to server and enjoy a menu-orientated access to resources. On 

the other hand, the WWW creates a universal hypertext environment known as the Web by 

linking servers at the object level. Moving to more interpersonal modes, where e-mail enables 

the exchange of messages throughout Internet sites using mail gateways, Internet-Relay Chat 

(IRC) allows real time communication, and Multi-User Dungeons allow the interaction of more 

than two users in channels of communication that create a virtual space. The particular mode 

used has significant implications; interpersonal communication is impossible on the WWW and 

mudding is impossible with unstable non-dedicated connections. 

Since the commercialisation of the Internet, one feature of Internet communication has 

received all the attention, the WWW; it has come to be almost synonymous with the Net. This 

is not coincidental. It is an example of how the material imposes upon the content. The WWW 

is the most information-push Internet application; consequently, by promoting its usage 

almost exclusively, companies can operate within a more predictable environment. 

Furthermore, it is the least interactive side of the Net, hence companies can plan ahead 

without significant risk-taking. The WWW presents unique opportunities for segmenting and 

categorising users by customising communication. It lends itself to becoming an advertising 

carrier. In fact, recent academic enquiries into advertising in the virtual age suggest that the 

Web is nothing but an advertising carrier (Dal Thomsen 1997) and that by linking customers 

to companies, it will revolutionise advertising (Voight 1996). Finally, it is cheap, because 

compared to multi-media applications, it amounts to less traffic. The more interactive the 

communication, the more traffic it creates. Multimedia applications account for only 0.01  per 

cent of the transactions of the Internet, a small share, but they represent a significant part of 

the volume (20  per cent of the bites transmitted, (OECD,1997a). 

 



 64

Figure 3.1 Internet Users in 1996 - Source: Internet World 

 

 

Situating the Internet within the Information Revolution 

 
Great wealth used to arise from heavy things like iron. Now it arises from weightless 
things like software.   

(Forbes 1997) 
 

The Internet developed within a wider climate of technological and economic change, a 

phenomenon taking place in the last few decades, to which numerous changes in the economic 

structure of the world have been attributed.83 According to the attribution in question, various 

euphoric (or not) names are given to the series of changes created: the information revolution, 

post-industrial society,84 the computer revolution, the Silicon revolution, the micro revolution. 

                                              
83 These cannot be exhausted within the constraints of this essay; but for some of these attributions see 
Bell 1976, Gershuny 1978, Poll 1983; Webster provides a good interpretation (Webster 1995). 
84 I acknowledge that Bell’s thesis refers to much more than computers; but electronic technology is 
part of the service sector. Webster provides a helpful insight on how Bell’s postindustrial society thesis 
can be situated within information society theories and relates to information technology (Webster 
1995). 
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Inherent in such theoretical standpoints is a common acceptance, promoted and hyped by the 

popular media and press, that the world is undergoing major structural changes, a transition in 

which considerable wealth lies.85 A typical example is Forbes magazine’s contention that 

Silicon power is replacing industrial power, the growth rate for installed RAM being 67 per cent, 

20 times the energy growth, the Internet being a powerful impetus in this Silicon revolution. 

Forbes places 13 Silicon companies in the top 100 in America; similar figures can be found in 

the Financial Times and Fortune listings (Fortune 1999, 1999a).  

  The point here is that whatever the interpretation of the changes at stake, the Internet 

did not develop in an economic vacuum, it is part of this wider context and economic 

environment that has been in existence for at least 20 years. As a communication medium, it has 

been enabled by a combination of technologies, the production of which has been 

commodified86 for at least a decade87 and indeed generates substantial profit. The 

infocommunications sector in general, which includes telecommunications and media had an 

output valued at $1.5 trillion in 1994 (Herman and McChesney 1997:108). A simple calculation 

of Fortune Global 500 listings for 1999 shows that the top 500 info-telecommunications 

industries enjoyed some 941,109 million dollars in revenue if one excludes electronics, and 

1.719.701 million if one includes electronics (Fortune 1999a).  

Seen as part of this financial sector, the Internet cannot be said to represent a rupture or 

gap in financial relations. It does not necessarily signify, require or inherently cause a break with 

previous financial structures. Such an alleged break is more a matter of interpretation than an 

unchallenged reality. On the contrary, in some economic and market journals it is often accepted 

that the Internet now leads and is accelerating this alleged revolution into the future. Thus, the 

starting point for shifting the paradigm for Internet discussion is perceiving the Internet as a part 

(and, even, a consequence) of the technological, financial climate that precedes and envelops 

it.88 How Internet 'participation' in these relations is translated into economic terms varies 

according to which industries one considers as Internet-related and how one chooses to measure 

this participation. Most industries in the infocommunications sector are in some way involved in 

                                              
85 The debate concerning the industrial and post-industrial society cannot be outlined within the 
constraints of this chapter. The point is merely that the Internet did not develop out of nowhere nor is 
the idea of 'the digital' or of  'micro-power' novel. Furthermore it is not a unique and totally new 
technology to which society has not had to accommodate before. Neither did it develop in a financial 
vacuum. 
86 By commodification, I am referring to the process by which the exchange value of a product is 
prioritised over its use value and also the 'process by which the 'thing' acquires phantom objectivity, is a 
commodity i.e. an object whose value is established in the market place' (Mosco 1996: 144). Chapter 3 
of The Political Economy of Communication by Mosco provides a useful discussion of the term.  
87 Telecommunications are an exception, as public monopolies still exist. 
88 The emphasis here is on the financial and technological structure, because these are the ones 
presented by Internetphilia as an alibi to support Internetphilia’s ideological position. 
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Internet communication: software, hardware, telecommunications, electronics. Estimates of 

Internet-generated revenue and prospective growth tend in general to make a false separation 

between those industries that did not grow with the Internet. What is calculated is the wealth 

generated by Internet activity itself, which would not include the hardware industry, for 

example, in its estimate. Since Internet activity and other infocommunications sectors are 

intrinsically bound together, figures vary according to where one draws the line. Software is the 

most problematic of distinctions: to include software development increases the estimates, 

potentially distorting pictures of growth, while to exclude it is obviously mistaken.  

Added to these problems is the fact that the economic estimates cannot escape the 

climate of exaggeration surrounding the Internet, since even if these are uninfluenced by talks of 

the new media boom they must take into account the market capitalisation of Internet related 

firms to form their estimates. The market capitalisation determined by investors' expectations is 

in the majority of cases up to ten times greater than the firms' revenues or assets as reported in 

annual company reports.89  

According to Forrester Research, Internet activity generated revenues of over $2.2 

billion in 1995, and $14.4 billion in 1997 (Forrester 1997). According to ActivMedia, Web 

revenues reached $ 2.7 billion in 1996, $22 billion in 1997 and $38 billion in 1998 ActivMedia 

predicts that they will grow to $95 in 1999, $226 billion in 2000 and $ billion 324 by the year 

2001 (ActivMedia 1999). IDC estimates that the revenues from world-wide Internet services 

grew by 71 per cent in 1998 to reach 7.8 billion (IDC 1998). Further estimates of what revenue 

the Internet will be generating by 2001 vary from an ambitious 45.4 billion dollars by Forrester 

(Forrester 1995) to B. Gates’ own prediction of 13-15 billion by 2001 (Wheelwright G. 1996: 

9).90 Estimates of individual company growth are equally promising, with companies such as E-

Bay enjoying a 577.8 percent growth in 1999 and Amazon a 272.5   percent one (Goldman Sachs 

1999). According to Fortune magazine listings, the 20 top Internet companies enjoy a total 

revenue of 97.785.9 million dollars and a profit of 14,469.1 dollars (Fortune 1999). 

Further indications of the degree of financial activity the Internet is generating can be 

found in estimates of market value (of individual firms or the whole market). As mentioned 

above Internet-related firms enjoy a market capitalisation well above any optimistic estimate of 

their real value or revenue.91 To give an example, Amazon’s market value was 20 billion in 

1998 and 24 billion in 1999, although its total sales were worth only 600 million in 1998 and 

1540 million in 1999 (Goldman Sachs 1999a)(Amazon 1998). This is proof of the symbolic 

                                              
89 I am not juxtaposing market value to real value here, merely pointing to the fact that market 
expectations are not formed in a social vacuum. 

90 According to the Clinton Administration '…..commerce on the Internet could total tens of billions of 
dollars by the turn of the century' (A Framework for Global Electronic Commerce 1997) 
91 See Figure 5.4 
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value of the Internet for the growth of post-industrial capitalism which materialises in the form 

of high market expectations. The most striking manifestation of the importance of such 

expectations is the announced merger of AOL and Time Warner, worth 300 billion dollars, 

which favours AOL shareholders by 5 per cent despite the fact that Time Warner's revenues are 

more than 10 times AOL’s (AOL Press Release 2000).     

Given the above, it is commonplace to state that the Internet is a commodified medium, 

with the exchange value of on-line communication being prioritised over its other values. There 

are four key ways in which such prioritising takes place, each generating significant revenues. 

First, there is the commodification of access: the Internet Access market, highly developed in the 

US, enjoyed revenues of 10.000 million dollars according to Goldman Sachs research, with 

revenues from the US ISP market being estimated at 15.1 billion for 1999 according to IDC 

(IDC 1998). Second is the commodification of Internet content (the on-line content industry is 

analysed in great length in Chapter 5). Third is advertising, on-line with ActivMedia estimating 

revenues of 1.700 million in 1997, and 6,000 million in 1998. Indeed, Forrester suggests that 

advertising revenues reached $502 million in 1999 (Forrester 1999). Finally, there is e-

commerce, the jewel of electronic financial growth promising to deliver an estimated $1.8 

trillion by 2003 (Forrester 1999a). 

 

The user is not the content 

 The figures above, as evidence of commodification, undermine many of the utopian claims 

examined in Chapter 1. If there is private property on-line, the pseudo-anarchic egalitarian image 

of a property-less Net becomes nothing but a carefully sustained myth. There exists a set of 

financial relations that organise the on-line world economically. In other words, there is an 

economy of the Internet. In fact, 1997 witnessed the publications of various outlines of how the 

Internet economy works, as well as how to survive and thrive in it (Henning 1997), Hammond 

1996, Tapscott 1996). Thus, the conventional assumption that producers and consumers are 

tautonomous in cyberspace can no longer be said to be tenable. If there is revenue generated by 

Internet activity, then there is a means of production, with a capital not necessarily owned and 

controlled by all. Consequently, there are consumers of the products of this capital. This 

undermines the powerful analytic tool presented in affirmative Internet literature: the monolithic 

perception of the on-line user/Netizen /actor/producer.  

This distinction does not automatically undermine the received wisdom that private 

property does not produce inequalities on-line, since according to such wisdom the free market 

mechanisms set in motion on-line establish production and consumption as mutually dependant, 

to the extent that the interests of producers and consumers totally coincide - thus rendering them 

tautonomous. In short, the mere existence of private property on-line says little about the nature 

of the on-line economy.  
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The ability to distinguish between producers and consumers is an important 

methodological tool. It validates a radical political economy approach. It suggests that material 

relationships are the primary consideration in on-line communication, and puts the question of 

the power-relations between consumers and producers92 at the centre of the research agenda. 

Using such an approach, the relationship between production and consumption will be further 

analysed, as a means of undermining the claim that the on-line economy is a Smithian utopia. By 

analysing how the Internet economy functions, how profit is generated, how it frames, restricts 

and structures on-line activity, the analysis below will show how many potential users are 

excluded and production and consumption of a rich multi-cultural content and communication is 

stifled. 

  

The Internet economy: infrastructure and content 

To understand how the Internet economy works, one has to comprehend that there are various 

industries without which Internet communication would be impossible. An important obstacle 

to this understanding is the fact that the boundaries between these industries are becoming hazy; 

hence, there is convergence between telecommunications and broadcasting.93 For the purposes 

of the argument presented here, this complicated process will be temporarily overlooked and 

analysed at the end of this chapter. Thus, while acknowledging that convergence is a significant 

dimension of the on-line world, in order to provide a first understanding of the Internet 

economy one can distinguish between the different industries that together constitute the 

Internet economy. The distinction maintained is between the so-called plumbing of the Internet, 

i.e. connections per se - global telecommunications, hardware industries - and the Internet 

content provision related industries, on-line broadcasting, etc. The first is named Internet 

infrastructure and the second the Internet content (Forrester 1995). 

 This distinction is helpful for various reasons. It makes clear the fact that the Internet is 

physically located; this means that its function totally depends upon Internet infrastructure. The 

two parts of the Internet economy exist in a hierarchy; without the infrastructure there can be no 

on-line activity or content.94 As the OECD Communications Outlook 1997 puts it:  

 

                                              
92 An important parameter of the relationship between consumers and producers on-line and thus the 
discussion of top-down bottom-up influence is the demographic profile of consumers’ on-line access to 
the Internet. This profile is discussed at length in the paragraph on infrastructure.  
93 The theme of convergence is discussed at great length at the end this chapter and Chapter 4. For 
further discussion see Collins 1996, Baldwin, Mc Coy and Steinfeld 1996. 
94 If one makes a similar metaphor between a television set and broadcasting the interesting question is 
whether this relationship will at some stage reverse; whether it will be content that provides the profit to 
sustain the infrastructure (through advertising). I revert to this matter further on.  
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A major reason that a sufficient amount of local content is not available in some 
countries is because domestic producers and users do not have efficient access to the 
networks.  

(OECD 1997) 
 

THE CONTENT 

 

 

Media Firms, Broadcasters, e-Intermediaries, Web-casters,       

On-line content providers, Web-site designers, Database  

providers, Advertisers, Governments, on-line users, 

Navigational Services? 

THE 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

Public Telecommunications Operators 

Hardware industry, Server industry, Internet Service Providers, 

Software, Browser industry 

Figure 3.2 The Internet Economy 

 

Internet infrastructure is the production and distribution mechanism of the on-line world (Moore 

1997), where, as we shall see, distribution is of paramount importance. Connectivity, bandwidth 

and hardware are to the Internet what transmission, reception, clarity and TV sets are for 

television broadcasting, the only difference being that they are scarcer. Speed, stability and 

security are the factors that make up connectivity.  

The distinction between infrastructure and content also routes Internet communication 

into older industries, old fashioned markets with well established players. This has to be 

reflected back to the notion of an 'economic break with the past'. Routing Internet industries into 

older industries undermines one more Internetphilic claim; instead of a totally 'new economy', a 

virgin market, uncontaminated by the monopolies of old-media, where 'everybody gets to have a 

go', the Internet is inevitably determined by older economies and industries. Many of these older 

industries are monopolies95 or are not competitive markets. In fact, the most interesting aspect 

of the on-line economy is the dynamic between old players in the broadcasting sector and new 

firms specialising in on-line activity. There is also the dynamic between the telecommunications 

sector and the access provider sector; one has to ask whether access providers (who, after all, 

buy line and bandwidth from telecommunications carriers) will be phased out by competition.96 

An important dimension that should be kept in mind here is that there is a significant amount of 

vertical integration, suggesting that the markets that have grown with the Internet might soon be 

phased out by older players. In other words there is a question about whether the part of the 

Internet economy that grew together with the on-line world will now be squeezed, so that the 

                                              
95 As we shall see, this is certainly true of the software industry where Microsoft enjoys a monopoly of 
90 per cent of the market, and of many Western European telecommunications markets.  
96 Is the phenomenon of Murdock’s joint venture with BT Line One or AT&T providing Internet 
access going to last? 
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Internet can work solely with old players. In short there will be no 'new economy'. These issues 

are discussed below in the section on convergence. 

Keeping the above issues in mind, we shall now proceed to analyse the infrastructure of 

the Internet economy in some detail. 

 

Access to the infrastructure 

The conventional wisdom according to which the Internet is hyper-geographical and hyper-

economical is simply not true. A number of sources validate this claim. To begin with the picture 

of Internet host penetration in different countries faithfully reflects geographical location and 

economic prosperity. Appendix 1 shows Internet host penetration around the world; clearly the 

US is far more wired than the rest of the world, with Western Europe struggling to survive as a 

wired continent. This map is helpful in visualising Internet host penetration; it does not, 

however, show the details of host penetration. These are necessary to shed light on the huge 

access discrepancies amongst countries considered 'wired'. A look at Internet host statistics 

(unfortunately only available up to 1997) in relation to this map gives us a clearer picture. 

Network Wizards' figures show that only 15 countries in the world have more than 100.000 hosts 

registered under their country’s domain name97 (Network Wizards 1997). All of these are in the 

West, which leaves 128 countries with less than 100 computers connected. From Network 

Wizard statistics one can deduce that at least 60 per cent of these hosts are in the US (Kahin 

1997:156). Similarly the OECD Communications Outlook 1997 places 92 per cent of all Internet 

hosts in the OECD area. There were no host computers in the Honduras in 1995; there were 400 

in 1997. In 1997, there were 500 hosts in Maroco, none in some central African countries. In 

fact, Africa is the least wired continent as can be seen in Appendix 2.98 Indicators from the year 

1999 show similar patterns of penetration. According to the OECD Communications Outlook 

1999 there where 120 Internet hosts per 1000 inhabitants in the US in July 1999, whereas there 

were only 19 in Japan, 61 in Australia, 2 in Mexico and 8 in Greece, Portugal and Korea. 

Furthermore, the basic indicators for Europe indicate that Europe is far behind in cyberspace as 

shown in Figures 3.3 3.4 and 3.5. There were a total of 6.28 million hosts in the Europe at the 

end of 1998, an increase of 140 per cent from previous years, but still very low if one considers 

the total amount of estimated hosts world-wide. Discrepancies between EU countries are 

                                              
97 There are complications to this argument. Strictly speaking, a host need not be registered with an 
address reflecting its geographical location. So, say, the host computers used for IBM’s headquarters in 
Singapore would be registered under ibm.net. As much as this is important., it does not affect public 
access to the Net; it should mostly be taken into account when measuring geographical location of 
business. Although domain names are an issue of controversy, this controversy will not be exhausted 
within the constraints of this thesis. 
98 Africa’s disconnected condition has not received academic attention; only Kwankam and Yunkap 
have considered the obstacles in overcoming the current information infrastructure problems 
(Kwankam and Yunkap 1996).  
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dramatic. For example, there were 2.7 hosts per 1000 inhabitants in Greece and only 0.2 domain 

names, and 17.0 per 1000 in the UK. However, in both countries the number was below 

Finland’s 95 per 1000 (ESIS 1998). Such discrepancies show that the geo-economical periphery 

is not centred in the virtual world. The consequences of poor PC penetration, as well as slow 

telecommunications development is the slow Internet penetration in Europe as shown in the 

Figure 3.3. 

If we were to confine analysis to richer countries, countries considered 'wired', a further 

inequality not reflected in connectivity maps would be revealed. This is that the cost of Internet 

access varies significantly according to financial development and geographical position. The 

OECD table in Appendix 3 shows the Internet access tariff basket in OECD countries, mirroring 

such variations. The tariff basket represents the price of a monthly subscription plus the fixed 

and discounted pstn charge (peak rate) for 40 hours on-line per month. The discrepancies in 

pricing are dramatic. A Briton going on-line at peak time would have to pay nearly four times 

what a Canadian would, with a Japanese user having to pay the OECD an average which is more 

than twice as much as the US user’s.  

 
Figure 3.3 Computer penetration in the EU- Source ESIS-ISPO 
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Figure 3.4 Hostcount by DNS domains per 1000 inh. in EU countries - Source ESIS-ISPO 

 

Figure 3.5 Total number of conventional lines in EU countries - Source ESIS-ISPO 
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The Internet is not hyper-geographical 

The picture of Africa in Appendix 2, a picture of an un-wired continent, clarifies how 

geography and general infrastructure development are determinant in cyberspace. Being 

connected to the Internet involves more than just having a computer, a modem and a phone line. 

It involves stable connections and conditions under which these connections can be maintained 

technically. General infrastructure problems cannot be overcome so easily, as is shown by the 

south African journalist working in Africa who writes:  

Jensen went to Francistown (a town four hours from Gaberone-Botswana’s capital - a 
long sandy road), wired it up and left. After he had gone, somebody deleted the 
communications software and there was no back up. There was no one to help, so they 
had to wait a couple of months.  

          (Badal 1996)  

Climate and soil type can pose significant obstacles to the maintenance of connections. For 

instance, hot weather can significantly damage hardware and so can dust. The kind of wiring 

also becomes important for the quality of the connection. For example, in Jamaica connections 

are not made by fibre-optics, which makes them much poorer and vulnerable to climate 

conditions (Dyrkton 1996). So even if Jamaica were to establish a quick, direct connection to a 

central Internet backbone, poor internal connections may mean that individual citizens would 

not benefit from them. This example is important when considering the subject of intra-country 

connections and the rural/urban metaphor. If we assume that rural areas in prosperous countries 

are connected to the central metropolis (which is not at all the case for less prosperous 

countries), the Internet provider is often located in the central metropolis, so the phone call 

connecting a user to a server will be charged at long-distance rates rather than at local ones. This 

can result in the exclusion of rural users. In terms of universal access policy this an important 

issue, because it  

 ...raises many questions for policy makers concerning universal service and regional 
developments. If providing the widest possible access to information infrastructure 
means that rural users pay the  same rates as those in urban areas, this would not be 
possible within the structure of traditional telecommunications charges, where there was 
not a local Internet access point of presence. Indeed traditional telecommunications 
charging practices might discourage business from locating outside urban centres, 
employees from opting for telework, or rural communities and residencies from 
benefiting from services available to users in cities at more affordable prices. 

         (OECD 1996:27) 

 

Geographical position is also crucial because countries with few neighbours face extra 

costs for connectivity. For instance, in countries such as Australia and Japan, geographical 

position means higher international cost components (OECD 1996:46).  
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The on-line user: virtual American 

Demographic statistics reconfirm the above inequalities; according to NUA there are 112.4 

million people on-line in north America, 47.15 million in Europe, 33.61 in Asia, 5.29 in Latin 

America, 1.72 in Africa and 0.88 in Middle East (see Figure 3.6).  

 
Figure 3.6 Demographic Statistics - Source NUA 

 

A set of older statistical information reconfirms the above data, showing how these 

figures developed in the last 5 years: Commerce Net Nielsen found that Internet access in the 

United States and Canada was up by 50 per cent from 23 million estimated users in August-

September 1996 to 34 million by April 1997 (NUA 1999a). A Find/SVP and Jupiter 

Communication survey found that 14.7 million households in the US are on-line (a figure double 

that of previous years) (NUA 1999a), International Data Corp estimates that 20 per cent of 

American Households are on-line (IDC1998). Jupiter estimates 3.7 million households are on the 

Net in Europe and 3.4 in the Asia Pacific Rim (NUA 1999a),. Similarly PC Meter market 

research estimates that 11 per cent of the total of 98.8 million households in the US have Internet 

access (up from 4.4 a year ago) (NUA 1999). Surveys estimating US users vary from Morgan 

Stanley’s low estimate of 8 million US on-line users to Wirtin Worldwide’s projection of more 

than 35 million ones NUA 1999). 

The dominance of US users documented above constitutes only one side of American 

dominance on-line. It is not only that the US enjoys the highest penetration of Internet use due to 

infrastructure and other competitive advantages, but that such dominance affects the supply of 

Web pages. This is to a very large extent English dominated, in consequence of which there is a 

linguistic dimension to the dominance of US actors on-line. OECD statistics reconfirm the 

dominance of the English language as the lingua franca of the Web as more than two thirds, 

nearly 80 per cent, of all Web pages are in the English language. The domains that do not 
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designate geographical area (.com, .org, .edu, .net, .gov) are almost exclusively in English, with 

97 per cent of .com, .org, 95 per cent of .net and 100 per cent of .edu as well as .gov sites being 

in English (OECD 1999a:1,2). Surveys also place US users high in the US income scale. 

According to the census bureau of the US Department of Commerce 62 per cent of US Internet 

households with on-line access had an annual income of over US$ 75,000 (compared to the US 

individual average income of $20,690) (Kantor, A and Nuebarth 1996:47). These households 

were primarily urban, more than 35 per cent were Caucasian and more than have had a college 

education (US Government, Dept. of Commerce, National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration 1998) 

 

The business divide: 

There is a dimension to the user profile, which suggests that the on-line world is undergoing a 

process of commercialisation because of increasing business use of the Internet. By business use, 

I am referring to inter-business use, electronic commerce as well as electronic trade. The domain  

name of the sites for such use usually ends with.com. Forrester estimates that there are currently 

700.000 e-business web sites - a number that will have reached 1 million by the year 2003 

(Forrester 1997). According to Nielsen Media research, hard commercial use of the Internet for 

buying and selling has increased, while soft business and/or academic applications such as 

collaboration and publishing have decreased. There is much empirical evidence to support these 

findings. According to the OECD, approximately two thirds of Internet traffic is accounted for 

by internal data transfers within corporations (OECD 1996). The figure 3.7  shows the growth in 

Internet business connections. There will be nearly 10 million businesses on-line in 1999, a 

number that will go up to 8.0 by 2001.99 According to Forrester research, 82  per cent of 

Fortune 500 companies are connected to the Internet; the remaining have dial up connections; 

100  per cent of large companies have Internet connections (Forrester 1996). This increase in 

business usage is of importance if one compares it with non-business activity on-line. Figure 

3.8100 gives an account of Internet hosts by domain name as registered. In December 1991 

there were less than 500.000 commercial host computers,101 with educational hosts leading the 

way. In December 1996, commercial hosts outnumbered them by far, with an estimated 4 

million hosts. The number of education hosts has grown, but not to the same extent, reaching 

                                              
99 What is dramatic is the amount of American business establishments connected to the Internet if one 
compares it to the number worldwide. But this will be analysed later in this chapter.  
100 Network Wizards, the most credible source for valuable data, has changed its methodology for 
counting hosts; thus data after the end of 1996 is not available for comparison (to assess whether this 
trend has accelerated.) 
101 There is a problem with defining what a commercial site is. In this thesis a commercial site is 
defined as any host computer whose owners have registered it as commercial and thus whose address 
ends in .com. 
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2.5 million hosts. If this developmental difference is not enough, a look at the number of 

organisation hosts102 should be convincing. Further support for the argument that the Internet 

is increasingly becoming more commercial can be derived by comparing the growth rate of 15 

per cent per month in business connections to the Internet with the growth rate of consumer 

access of 50 per cent per year. This becomes evident if one compares Figures 3.7 and 3.9 

showing growth in consumer connections to the Internet. Consumer access is increasing at a far 

slower rate then business access. Finally, it should be mentioned again that, according to OECD 

indicators, 97 per cent of the web pages in.com domains are in English. 

                                              
102 An organisation host is defined as a host that belongs to a non-profitable organisation promoting  
non-profitable causes.  
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Figure 3.9 Growth in Consumer Access - Source Active Media 

The virtual agora and electronic commerce 

 
Then again the market itself has never moved this fast, within a growing investment 
community, the Internet is seen not only as the once and future NII, but as a vast 
frontier for innovation and enterprise. It is at once physical, logical, and institution, an 
organic mesh of unfathomable richness and vitality. It bears an eerie resemblance to the 
marketplace itself- which, with the coming of electronic commerce, it promises to 
electrify in a reciprocal embrace. 

(Kahin 1997:185) 
 

e-electronic commerce can expand your marketplace and consequently your customer 
database…it’s the ultimate target marketing tool.  

(IBM e-business site 
1999) 
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There is a dimension of the commercialisation of the on-line world whose transforming powers 

are greater than those of any form of commodification of information. This is electronic 

commerce. It is the idea of using the Internet to create a global market not of ideas but of goods; 

the idea of introducing a market place of goods in a public arena of ideas and communication. 

This dramatic intervention in the landscape of on-line communication is a perfect example of 

how material factors can impinge upon on-line content. It threatens to transform the Internet as a 

communication medium into a delivery platform, or even worse, a virtual shopping mall. 

Electronic commerce refers to the buying and selling of goods through a network where 

purchase occurs not with real contact, but with a mouse click. The idea is promoted by the US 

government and cheerled by conglomerates around the world. An increasing amount of 

companies are moving in this direction (Echikson, Flynn, and Woodruff 1998), and on-line sales 

are increasing. According to Jupiter Research, shopping spending is estimated to reach US$ 78 

billion by the year 2003. There were 4,000 cybermalls in 1997, grouping smaller and larger 

firms (Flisi 1997a), and according to Forrester Research, seven million new consumers will have 

shopped on-line by the end of 1999, so that total spending will reach US$ 184 billion, by 2004 

(Forrester 1997). In 1997 International Data Corporation surveyed 175 large companies and 

found that 46 per cent of them are planning to install e-commerce technology on their web-sites 

(NUA 1997). According to Forrester, 65 per cent of very large firms will have built e-commerce 

sites by the end of 1999, up from 20 per cent in 1998 (Forrester 1997). 100 per cent of 

companies interviewed by Forrester are accepting orders through the Net, 41 per cent use the 

Internet for payment confirmation, and 38 per cent for delivery confirmation. 67 per cent of the 

companies interviewed by Forrester are conducting Internet commerce as a means of taking the 

lead. According to Forrester business to business trade is expected to rise to US$ 327 billion in 

2002 (Forrester 1997).  

Anderson Consulting predicts that the on-line grocery shopping market will grow to 

US$ 60 billion in the next 10 years (NUA 1997). The White House estimates that commerce on 

the Internet could total ten billions of dollars at the turn of the century (A Framework for Global 

Electronic Commerce 1997), and ActivMedia estimates that e-commerce revenue will reach 1.2 

trillion dollars by 2001 (ActivMedia 1998). According to a survey, 5.6 million people, that is, 

15.5 per cent of on-line users, have used the WWW to purchase a product or service. Similarly, 

more than half of WWW surfers search the Web for product information prior to purchase 

(Nielsen Media 1997). According to Ernst and Young, these figures seem to have risen, since 38 

per cent of US users made an on-line purchase in 1998, and 39 per cent of US retailers sold on-

line in 1998 (Ernst and Young 1998). 

This trend can be explained financially. The economic advantages of Web commerce 

are vast. By selling through a website, a company need not have a retail store at all; substantially 

cutting down its running costs, it competes with retail prices, but has wholesale costs (Lohr 
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1997). A successful example of this has been Amazon.com, a virtual bookstore, which has no 

retail costs, and therefore brings down its fixed costs, offering very low prices. Its running costs 

are that of a wholesaler, while its competitors are other retailers offering retail prices. It sells 

books through the Web and its revenues multiplied eight times in the last quarter of 1996, a total 

of 8 million dollars, up from almost  $ 400,000 in the first quarter of 1996. Similarly, NetMarket, 

a shopping service run by Stamford Connecticut-based CUC international, offers 400,000 

different choices in electronic, appliances and financial services. What it promises is a perfect 

service for those consumers that wish to skip retail channels. It is now worth 1 billion dollars 

(Schwartz 1997:102).  

 Electronic commerce will transform the Internet dramatically. The shifts it brings with 

it crystallise the way in which material factors determine the nature of on-line content. It is a 

threat to the survival of on-line communications, because the Internet is a communications 

medium, yet what is increasingly being promoted, proposed and accepted is that it will not 

continue to be solely a communication medium. From a communications medium it will 

become a transactions medium and a delivery platform. Not only will it be a commercialised 

communication medium, that is, a medium that provides information, knowledge and 

communication as exchange goods but also its fate, its whole character and function, will be 

redefined. Its function will no longer be to inform, educate and entertain, but to sell. Such 

intervention is unprecedented in the history of mass communications. The intervention means 

more than slightly altering the content of a medium, as one could argue happened with the 

commercialisation of TV: it actually completely changes the nature of the content, transforming 

its very purpose. Such an intervention is demonstrated by the data above. Its orthodox media 

equivalent would be a myriad of channels which do not broadcast or advertise, but only sell; 

they are there for the transaction - a TV shopping mall. 

 Advocates of electronic commerce essentially rely on two premises to make their case. 

Firstly, since the Internet is a market of abundance, as a financial environment it is inherently 

fair. It produces optimal prices and should therefore act as a democratiser not only for 

information but also for other goods. The Internet can thus provide the world with the 

opportunity of establishing an environment of competition, thereby acting as a democratiser in 

all areas of economic activity. Secondly, advocates point to the absence of spectrum scarcity to 

argue that the introduction of electronic commerce does not put the Internet’s 'other' functions in 

danger. The idea here is that electronic commerce and electronic communication can co-exist 

without one affecting the other in any negative way; there is enough bandwidth for both (Hagel 

and Armstrong 1997:16).  

In this chapter and in Chapter 5 we shall argue that both these claims are not legitimate, 

because they do not accurately describe the Internet as a financial environment. This means that 
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the arguments against the commodification of information become even more pertinent if one 

considers the broader implications of electronic commerce. 

But let us for the sake of argument disregard these implications and accept that a 

transformation in the nature/ethos of the Internet is not important. There is a further argument 

against the introduction of electronic commerce, relating to the issue of whether electronic 

commerce and electronic communication can cohabit on-line. There are a number of reasons, 

apart from those dealt with in Chapter 5, for doubting whether this is the case. Even if we set the 

spectrum of scarcity counterargument aside, it becomes apparent that electronic commerce 

cannot flourish if certain things do not change in the on-line world (Broder 1997). For electronic 

commerce to be possible, a number of factors have to be guaranteed, a guarantee that requires 

significant changes. These are security, speed and copyright;103 in Wired’s  words 'no privacy 

no trade' (Davies 1998:135). Security is the necessary first step for electronic commerce and 

encryption is a presupposition of iron-clad security (Lewis 1994). The one to one marketing 

vision, supporting the presence of electronic commerce on-line, reopens many important privacy 

issues arousing controversy which cannot be exhausted within the bounds of this thesis. There is 

also the question of how communication and commerce are regulated, as they have traditionally 

belonged to different regulatory paradigms (Hartman 1998). 

 

 The boundaries of consumption and production in the on-line world 

 
A primary test of the Web’s maturation will be whether or not its public forums reflect 
broader chunks of the population than the men, most of them white, who patched 
together the Internet and developed its early communication ethos.  

(Katz 1997:11) 
 

The above user-profile illuminates an interesting parameter in the relationship between 

consumption and production, user and content provider in the on-line world. It shows that in 

terms of economico-politico-geographic position, users are high up in the global hierarchy and 

cannot be said to belong to the margins or periphery in terms of their socially constituted 

characteristics.104 This means that, strictly speaking, it is not necessary to further explore the 

relationship between consumers and producers on-line in order to counter the claim that the 

Internet leads to virtual empowerment; since, even if it were true that it does, it would do so only 

with respect to agents high up in the social strata and, thus, are already empowered. 

Consequently, there would be no question of a global transformation in the international 

                                              
103 The issue of copyright is dealt with in Chapter 5; speed is dealt with in the second part of this 
chapter. 
104 Some Internetphilics like Katz (quoted above) actually do not deny this fact (Katz 1997, Dertouzos 
1998). Lately even Negroponte accepts that a large percentage of the world’s population is not on-line 
(Negroponte 1997b). 
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communications sphere. In other words, even if the Internet as a medium is democratic and the 

user is the content on-line, how can it function as a democratiser if all users/agents do not come 

from the periphery? Hence, what is the purpose of clarifying the flow of power/information from 

and to the user/consumer? 

 But if access for consumers and producers is limited (and, as we shall see, access as a 

producer is even more limited), a further argument can be made. This is that the Internet, rather 

than being a global medium for converging technologies, is actually a niche market locally 

constituted by elite communications - an elite technology catering for elite consumers. Access to 

it is limited and enhances existing information inequalities. In fact, it can be seen as a major 

factor accelerating the gap between those who have access to information and those who do not. 

Such claims about the creation of an information have and information have-not culture, to 

which only some can subscribe, complement similar claims made by radical scholars in the 

1990s (Schiller 1996, Bagdikian 1996, Mowlana 1997). 

   Although such a radical line of thinking is useful because it sheds light on the way in 

which claims made in affirmative Internet literature are too simplistic, it cannot exhaust the 

complicated issues involved in on-line communication. Just as having access to any medium 

does not necessarily reveal a great deal about the nature of access, where control over this 

medium lies, asserting that 50 per cent of the world’s population has never talked on the 

telephone (as, for example, N. Chomsky did in an interview when asked about cyberspace) does 

not exhaust the issues involved. 

 

Beyond info have and have-not analysis 

The above present a typical information have and have-not thesis, arguments in support of which 

have been voiced sporadically in the popular press (Auletta 1997) and only very recently in some 

academic contributions (Bettig 1997, Sussman 1997:171, Robins 1997). The uneven spread of 

Internet development and access is even recognised in OECD reports, EU official documents, 

global information and infrastructure documents. The 'info-rich and info-poor' analysis stands as 

the only opposition to the literature presented in Chapter 1.  

The counterargument to an 'info-rich and info-poor' analysis points to future 

developments. For example, it argues that higher Internet penetration rates are a matter of time, 

since the Internet has shown higher penetration rates than any other new media. In other words, 

the Internet’s future is global, even if its present is local. 

The objective of this thesis is not to predict the future; therefore we shall not attempt to 

assess these predictions. One has to note, however, that although the Internet does enjoy a high 

compound Annual Growth Rate of 113.1 per cent (compared to, say, cable TV’s 11.7 per cent or 

air TV’s 6.1 per cent), its low penetration starting point still leaves it behind in real terms in 
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comparison to other media. Although its use began two years after cable TV, 174 million users 

used cable TV in 1994, whereas only 26.1 million people used the Internet (ITU 1994). 

This thesis aims to go beyond an info-have and have-not analysis, so as to produce an 

analysis whose credibility does not depend on future trends or technological developments. Its 

aim is to show how the inequalities enveloped in Internet communication are not only related to 

access.105 Even if one accepts that producers and consumers in cyberspace do not come from 

the margins, this does not mean that they are tautonomous in their power to frame on-line 

communications; there is evidence that the on-line process is marked by top-down elements. In 

other words, there are dimensions over and above the voiced objections, which are important for 

the demystification of on-line communication itself. The issue of access to the Internet is far 

more complicated than is conventionally portrayed. The Internet is rosily portrayed as a 

geographically dispersed communications medium in order to establish that, by 'access to the 

Internet', one refers to some universal cost per individual connection. What is asserted is that 

once one has access to the Internet one can be or do whatever one wants by creating, publishing, 

communicate and so on. Furthermore, what is suggested is that the freedom and power of such 

actions will be equal to the power and freedom of everybody else on-line. This means that the 

question of whether the Internet will democratise communication is framed as one of time and 

technology: universal access will eventually be established, and cheaper technologies will 

eventually be developed. However, the future is not the concern of this thesis. Rather, my aim is 

to suggest that such approach obscures a reality in which a number of hierarchies and power-

formations operate in the on-line world.  

First, all connections to the Internet are not of the same speed or bandwidth/capacity. 

Second, all subscriptions do not allow the same activities. Third, all subscribers cannot access 

the same content. Fourth, navigational tools are not neutral. Finally, all content does not have an 

equal chance to be viewed. The first two of these parameters are dealt with below, while the rest 

are examined in Chapters 5 and 6 which elaborate upon the intersection of infrastructure and 

content through a theory of signposting.  

 

Mapping the Internet’s architecture 

      

The Internet is not a tree. 

(Negroponte 1997c) 

 

                                              
105 This trend to confine an egalitarian critique of Internet development to access has significant 
consequences for regulation. This is an issue discussed in Chapter 4 and the Conclusion of this thesis, 
where it is argued that such a confined critique limits public intervention to the issue of access and thus 
keeps a Public Service Internet approach out of the agenda, inevitably equating public service with 
universal service provision. 
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One of the most general and dramatic aspects of the information highway is virtualised space 
and time. To put it another way, the highway will break the tyranny of geography - the 
stranglehold of location, access and transportation that has governed human societies from their 
inception. Assuming that the network is there, a person in Redmon or Manhattan or nearly 
anywhere else will have equal access to good and services presented on the network.  

(Memo from Microsoft’s Vice-President Dr. Myhrvold to Microsoft’s executives 
(Auletta 1997:304)) 

 

Rather than consisting of an innocent collection of connected branches around the world, the 

Internet is currently more like a tree, out of whose trunk branches keep growing all the time. 

The way this tree grows is not accidental, but is dictated by international economico-political 

structures. Demand for backbone capacity towards a country results in a more centralised 

network, making connections to this country faster and giving them greater capacity, in turn 

increasing demand. In this way, a vicious circle is created.  

Contrary to an overstated belief that there is an Internet architecture, there is a main 

Internet backbone, a central intercontinental network to which smaller networks are connected. 

The US is at the centre of the majority of these connections.106 As R.Hagens, director of 

Internet engineering at MCI notes,  

If  you were to squint at a map of the global Internet infrastructure, all lines would roll 
into the US, that’s not a good way to build a network.  

(Evagora 1997:7)  

 

Appendix 4 provides an example by showing Internet connections to and from Latin America; 

in order that any user from a Latin American country should connect to any other user through 

the Internet, communication has to pass through the U. S. So if, for example, an information 

packet had to be transmitted from Buenos Aires to Lima, it would have to go via Washington or 

Portland.  

But, even locally, networks are structured. In the US, the most developed part of the 

Internet, connection bandwidths vary significantly and with them the speed of transmission. 

Appendix 5, showing the US part of the Internet, provides a convincing example. Most US 

backbone parts are of 622-Mbits or higher,107 a bandwidth which places the US at the centre of 

the infrastructure architecture, with European countries struggling to keep up with bandwidth 

demands (OECD 1996). So, for example, MCI, held by some to be responsible for the Internet 

backbone, is doubling its Internet capacity every month, in consequence of which its data 

capacity will soon exceed its voice capacity (MCI 1997). The network stability problems caused 

by bottlenecks and limited bandwidth are huge. In an attempt to map and evaluate these, MIDS 

                                              
106 For example 65 per cent of all Singapore Internet traffic passes through the US. This is due to 
telecommunications factors analysed later on in this chapter. 
107 See Appendix 5 for the US Internet Map. 
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issues an 'Internet weather' forecast which gives information on delays and bottleneck problems 

around the Internet (MIDS 1999).  

A consequence of the existence of an Internet backbone for Internet access is that there 

are two distinct access markets: that of direct connections to the Internet backbone, dedicated 

connections of high speed that accommodate large information flows (514 Kbs and higher) and 

that of intra-country connections, slower and of smaller bandwidths. Restrictions to market 

entry, insofar as the former market is concerned, are prohibitory for the average citizen, the 

market being in effect accessed by multinational corporations, governments and institutions. In 

contrast, the latter market of connections to the small networks is accessed by individual 

companies and users. In fact, according to Internet magazine, the most common connection to 

the Internet is 28.8 Kbs, available to 39 per cent of users, followed by 14.4 Kbs as the typical 

speed for 25.5 per cent (Kantor and Neubarth 1996:48). If one takes into consideration that the 

Internet is as fast and stable as its slowest connection, this means that for the largest number of 

users these are the speeds at which they can expect to exchange information. If one compares 

these, for example, with the 44.736 Mbps enjoyed by IBM users sending information around the 

IBM network (part of the US backbone) (IBM 1998), one comprehends that bandwidth is not 

infinite in cyberspace; bandwidth is a private good that is not allocated on an equal basis. At a 

very basic level, bandwidth variations mean that not all users have the same distribution system 

at their disposal.  

The existence of these two markets in itself undermines any claim to an absence of on-

line structure, for it is obviously the first market that determines the latter. In other words, Time 

Warner and Bob are not equal in cyberspace on-line, at least as far as autonomy and distribution 

is concerned. At a very basic level, Bob cannot own a dedicated connection to the Internet, 

whereas Time Warner can lease one; at another level, if Bob wanted to send an information 

packet of 680 MB from Atlanta to Las Vegas (see Appendix 5), even if he was an MCI 

subscriber this would take him 53 hours more than Mr Hagen quoted above. This means that Mr 

Hagen has more power in on-line communication, since he can more quickly and effectively 

transmit and receive information. 

  Another dimension of the differences in access produced by network capacity and connection 

are Intranets. Intranets, essentially smaller proprietary networks connecting to the Internet 

through a firewall, are a relatively low cost way of connecting a company. An estimated 59 per 

cent of US companies and 38 per cent of European ones have an Intranet. International Data 

Corporation projects the number of Intranet users to reach 133,000 million by 2001 (IDC 1998). 

This is important apart from the obvious reason (i.e. not all citizens of the Net have access to 

them), because of the manner in which Intranets are included in Internet user counts. They are 

counted as part of the Internet community, whereas in fact are not.  
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Related to the above inequalities, but not neatly subsumed by this category, are 

differences in peak and off peak access, shown in the OECD tariff basket in Appendix 3, which 

automatically strengthen the business versus consumer dimension to on-line inequalities.  

 

All subscriptions do not offer the same activities 

Affirmative Internet literature sketches a powerful and seductive profile of the on-line user: a 

monolithic perception of the actor/producer on-line; a virtual agent free from social 

characteristics. If one undermines this profile, the rhetoric in question collapses. I will 

endeavour to show that this profile is a construction, because even if one were to maintain that 

social characteristics such as religion, ethnicity and gender do not determine on-line activity (a 

questionable claim), there is one characteristic that still determines on-line action and this is 

financial position.  

The image of the autonomous on-line actor sustains the notion that by on-line 

subscription one refers to one universal price that gives one access in one unitary way. Yet this is 

not true. Subscriptions do not allow the same activities on-line; they are priced according to what 

activities they allow. In order to show this with reference to the distinction between consumers 

and producers on-line elaborated above, we have to distinguish between producer subscriptions 

and consumer subscriptions. The market for producing on-line content and the one for 

consuming it are different, and subscriptions vary accordingly. The capital needed to become a 

producer of on-line content108 is also different from that required to consume. Four years ago, 

when the research for this thesis commenced, such an argument would have met with scepticism: 

now it is reflected in mainstream popular Internet magazine listings. Where Internet magazines 

used to provide ISPs’ listings, quoting cost per subscription offered by different ISPs, they now 

give a breakdown of subscriptions according to the activity offered and allowed on-line. 

Furthermore, they separate business providers from consumer providers and give details of 

where providers get their backbone capacity, so that business providers are those who provide 

leased lines and ISDN access. In addition, where the allocated space per subscriber on the central 

server (which allows on-line publications - content provision) had previously been a given (even 

though it was minuscule), it is now taken for granted that this server space is not such as to allow 

a user more than a homepage.109 Such hierarchies of access determine production and 

consumption, forming Internet hierarchies. At a basic level, they produce a distinction between 

different kinds of content and Websites, and in particular they forge a distinction between a 

'Website' and a 'Homepage', establishing that the former is similar to a broadcasting channel, that 

it is officially organised and produced content, whereas the later is only personal expression. 

 

                                              
108 The issue of Internet content provision is dealt with in detail in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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Routing cyberspace  

The inequalities and differences in access described above are produced by the ways in which 

different parts of the Internet infrastructure intersect. Of these, three are analysed below: 

telecommunications, Internet access provision and hardware telecommunications, as we shall 

see, is a paramount factor for access to the Net.110 To further our understanding of the 

inequalities described above, the following paragraphs analyse each part of the Internet 

infrastructure to show how it envelops access inequalities. The software and ISP markets are 

analysed at some length in Chapter 5. 

  

Telecommunications 

Access to the Internet is totally dependent on telecommunications; Internet backbones are made 

up of capacity owned by the world’s Public Telecommunications Operators (OECD 1996:1). 

Businesses lease lines from Public Telecommunications Operators (PTOs) and users use phone 

lines to establish dial up connections.111 This dependence means that Internet communication 

is physically located and that the world’s PTOs are the first gate keepers of the on-line world. 

According to the OECD, the Internet is the primary reason for the increase in demand for new 

telephone lines added by public telecommunications operators: 18 million in 1995 - a figure 

expected to rise even more in 1996 and 1997 - (OECD 1997:Ch. 1). Revenue from leased lines 

has also increased partly owing to demand for Internet access, representing 5 per cent of the 

public telecommunications market at 26 billion dollars (OECD 1997:Ch. 1).    

 This causal relationship between the telecommunications infrastructure and the on-

line world is of great importance: it means that to a large extent telecommunications capacity 

and infrastructure will determine Internet usage growth (and thus access) and the network’s 

architecture.112 These two aspects are interrelated.  

 At a very basic level, a country’s existing telecommunications infrastructure is 

paramount for the growth of Internet usage, as it is used both for providing capacity to ISP’s and 

for providing users with a domestic line for dial-up usage (OECD 1997, Goodman et al. 1994). 

The infrastructure includes the type of connection (analogue, digital, fibre-optic wire), the 

capacity and speed, as well as whether telecommunications are public or privatised. As Ojala, 

technical director of the Finnish Commercial Internet exchange, notes: 'If a regional Internet 

                                                                                                                                  
109 See, for example, the ISP listings on the back of every issue of Internet Magazine since 1996. 
110 There is a possibility that access to the Net will be allowed via electricity cables, but this is a 
possibility that cannot be implemented for any substantial amount of the population in the next decades 
(Brooks 1997, Cane 1997). 
111 I have chosen to exclude Internet communication via wireless telephony, since this is not a 
technology used by a substantial number of users.  
112 As will be shown in Chapter 4, this is an accepted reality in most national infrastructure initiative 
related documents.  
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community is short of capacity, it simply cannot develop as it wants. Less capacity means less 

content, less innovation.' To give an example, Montenegro, a recently established democracy, 

has one telecommunications carrier, which is responsible for regulating the provision of 

telecommunications in Montenegro. All telecommunications lines linking Montenegro with the 

rest of the world have to pass through the former Yugoslavia’s capital Belgrade. Because of 

limited capacity, not enough bandwidth can be leased to ISPs, the telecommunications carrier 

also refuses to give a mobile telecommunications licence to Global System Mobile 

Communication, a company trying to provide Montenegro with wire-less connections to the 

Internet. Montenegro remains outside cyberspace113 for political and bandwidth reasons.  

 Thus, the existing infrastructure shapes the global Internet map, which means that 

Internet penetration and usage, even within ‘wired countries’, is higher in the areas with existing 

telecommunication infrastructure. For example, India has 10 Mbits of Internet capacity and 

Russia 40 Mbits, which partly explains the low Internet penetration rates. In Europe, 2 Mbits of 

bandwidth are few and thus are too expensive to lease to business (OECD 1996), which helps 

explain why Europe lags in digital business ventures.  

 Following this logic, if one considers the central features of the global 

telecommunications infrastructure, a great deal about the state of the Internet is revealed. For 

example, 68 per cent of the world’s telecommunications infrastructure serves the needs of 16.8 

per cent of the world’s population (which is the  per centage of the global population living in 

the OECD area) (OECD 1997:10). This could explain why 82 per cent of Internet hosts are in 

the OECD area. Furthermore, the US is disproportionately important for global 

telecommunications: five out of the seven most important routes involve the US (Cable and 

Distler 1995:10). The bandwidth available in the US for Internet connections, as shown in 

Appendix 5, is the most available in the world. US companies dominate the world 

telecommunications market (Cable and Distler 1995, Mansell 1993). 

 Despite positive predictions and claims, bandwidth is not unlimited globally or 

nationally. This means that the Internet is, by definition, not an environment of abundance. As 

usage increases, available bandwidth becomes the most important private asset on-line. Traffic 

charging is becoming customary. To take an example, JANET, Britain’s central and largest 

education-related server and network, did not charge educational institutions’ servers for usage. 

But as traffic has increased by some 200 and 300  per cent in the last years, charges have been 

introduced. Charges will directly reflect usage, and only usage of the JISC national service will 

not be charged. Any other usage will be at 2 pence per Megabyte including VAT and it is 

estimated that about 23 institutions will have to pay 30,000 pounds or more, raising a total of 2 

                                              
113 This information was revealed in a personal e-mail from the Chief Executive Officer of G.S.M.C. 
(Karahalios 1997). 
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million pounds, that is 11 per cent of the JISC networking budget (JISC 1998:1). This is merely 

an example of what is increasingly happening on a larger scale.  

 

Public or private telecommunications: private or public Internet  

Whether a country’s telecommunications industry is public or private, regulated or unregulated 

determines who controls access and which factors determine the cost of line-leasing and of 

dialling-up connections. According to the OECD, the average price for leased-line access to the 

Internet in countries with a monopoly telecommunications infrastructure provision in 1995 was 

44 per cent more expensive than in countries with a competitive provision of infrastructure 

(OECD 1996:3). Similarly, penetration of Internet hosts was five times greater in competitive 

markets than in monopoly markets (only 8 OECD countries allow competition). 

In order to understand this further, let us compare Europe and the US. In Europe 80 per 

cent of the telecommunications infrastructure is digital, with countries such as France boasting 

100 per cent digital connections. Despite this, the infrastructure is fragmented, mostly state 

owned or regulated, which means that prices are artificially high (Feranti 1995). To deal with 

these problems in the EU, the European Commission introduced directives that require the 

regulating authorities to set cost-based tariffs. Following delays in introducing such tariffs, the 

EU proposed full liberalisation of the market by 1988 (Potter 1995). However, this is not a 

foreseeable reality in the near future and prices remain high (see tariff basket in Appendix 3). In 

the US low prices are maintained despite a lower digitalisation  per centage of 70 per cent, 

because the telecommunications infrastructure is unregulated and local phone-call rates are at a 

minimum (in Canada local calls are not charged). The regulation of the telecommunications 

market is also important because it influences the ISP market. In the words of the OECD:  

The extremely important feature of a liberal market is that the incumbent cannot control 
the pace at which service is rolled out in an anti-competitive manner. Where a PTO has 
monopoly power over providing the underlying infrastructure for the Internet backbone 
network, all ISP’s would have to pay that PTO’s prices and they would set a baseline 
for IAP charges. In terms of market development this is crucial because if a monopoly 
PTO was not in a position to offer service, or did not want to offer more than a limited 
service, they could strongly influence market growth. 

  
The primacy of telecommunications: lessons from Yugoslavia 

      
Bread, Water and Bandwidth for Everyone! 

       (Aleksandar Kristanovic of BEOnet) 
 
The above analysis neatly overlooks the possibility of telecommunications companies exercising 

their formal power and directly controlling Internet access. Such power and possibility for 

control is always real, though its existence remains hidden to be revealed only in times of crisis. 

The importance of telecommunications for Internet access and the fundamental way in which 

ownership of the telecommunications infrastructure provides ultimate control over the Net was 
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shown in practice during the war in Yugoslavia. The US state deputy was accused of ordering 

Loral Orion to shut down its satellite feeds for Internet customers (that is ISPs) in Yugoslavia. 

One of the executives of the Yugoslav ISP BEOnet made an enlightening comment on such a 

possibility:     

The answer to a typical stupid journalist question: 'How do you feel about it?' (well, how should 
we feel, damn it!). This time, its about the possibility of shutting down satellite links with 
Yugoslavia ... 'How do we feel? Well, to put it bluntly, we somehow got used to air-raids sirens, 
bombings and threats of invasion, but we don't know how we're going to survive without the 
Internet ...' We feel this is not in the best interest of Internet users world-wide. Internet is 
supposed to be open and not regulated by governments, especially for their own narrow political 
agendas.  

(Nettime 1999) 
 

This incident brings the questions of ownership and control raised in this chapter to a critical 

point, since it collapses any notion of virtuality as constituted above reality, a position that 

becomes ironic in a crisis situation. 

 

 Hardware (PC) penetrations 

The availability of PCs in a country is extremely important, without an available PC there can 

be no connection. The figure below shows the  per centage of PCs per 100 inhabitants in EEC 

countries. This clearly corresponds to the figures of Internet hosts in the EU countries shown in 

Figure 3.3. 

 

Internet service providers 

Since a dedicated connection is impossible for the individual citizen, while free Internet access 

as a member of an organisation or educational institution is limited to a minority of citizens in 

the West, for the majority of users around the world access to the Internet is provided by 

commercial servers (financial companies that provide on-line access for a fee). According to a 

PC Meter study the majority of Internet users now purchase their access to the Internet from an 

ISP, 47 per cent of users purchasing it from the three largest providers (NUA 1999).114 Internet 

service providers are financial companies seeking profit maximisation under capitalism, their 

fixed costs being the costs of supporting the server-computer and their variable costs the costs 

of supporting connections to the host computers (as traffic charging increases, so do these 

costs). The ISP market was valued at US$ 1.9 billion in April 1996 , US$ 8.4 billion in 1997 

and reached US$ 10.8 billion in April of 1998 (NUA  1999). 

The opportunity for capitalist exploitation presented by the Internet presents for these 

companies is unique. Their operating costs are limited to paying administration staff, network 

maintenance and interconnection tariffs. The product they produce and offer to the public is 
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difficult to define. Access to the Internet is the service on offer, but the majority of the 

companies in question have not paid for the Internet to come into existence, they have not 

provided the investment needed for the development of telecommunications infrastructure nor 

have they paid for the totality of on-line material accessible after a user has logged on.115 It is 

furthermore difficult to determine the added value of the services they add to the Internet. The 

nature of ISP production is examined further in Chapters 5 and 6. The point we wish to make 

here is that ISPs provide access to a product and set of services they have not produced or paid 

for. The commodification of access enables the capitalist to profit from the surplus value of 

labour not only of his workers, as in traditional capitalist relations, but also of the citizens who 

are unproductive and do not have any relationship with him/her. Virtual surplus labour value 

becomes literally a labour that did not previously have a price or an exchange value. Virtual 

surplus value is the totality of unpaid work required for the totality of the on-line material 

available to go on-line.  

ISPs operate both globally and locally. For example, there were 2,165 providers in the 

EU area at the end of 1997 (ESIS 1998:2). Despite such high numbers, ISP markets at a global 

level, being relatively new markets, are experiencing a shake-up (Economist 1997). Some major 

players seem to concentrate most Internet users. In 1996 more than half of Internet users 

subscribed to three American Internet Service Providers: America Online, Microsoft Network 

and Prodigy. In 1999 the market has consolidated further with 54 per cent of US users accessing 

the Internet via AOL, 4 per cent via Earthlink and another 4 per cent via MindSpring (Goldman 

Sachs 1999a:22). 

The operation of ISPs largely defines the notion of on-line consumption and production. 

The transformation of the Internet Service market initiated by ISPs has been structural in that the 

terms of production and consumption have been put in place by ISP pricing policies. Their 

pricing policies largely created the distinction between on-line production and consumption, 

hosting and providing access. The pricing policy is based on the idea that hosting Web pages, 

having an e-mail account or viewing pages are three different functions of the Internet and 

should be priced as such. This distinction instigated the development of the notion of an on-line 

audience. The term 'audience' is now often used instead of the term 'subscriber'. Lately, the word 

'consumer' is used together with the word 'audience'. 

In addition to the above broad hierarchies, further hierarchies were established via 

pricing. An important example, already mentioned, is the distinction between a 'Homepage' and 

                                                                                                                                  
114 According to the subscriber information posted on ISP Web sites the largest providers in 1998 were 
AOL with 38 per cent of users, MSN with 5 per cent and Prodigy with 5 per cent.  
115 In 1999 the funding of the development of Internet infrastructure, that is the financing of the 
services on offer by ISPs, is presented by the press as proof of a stable course in the new economy. The 
companies providing such funding are referred to as the ‘builders of the new economy’ (Business Week 
1999:49). 
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a 'Site'. The former comes free with most consumer subscriptions, being defined as a place of 

individual DIY user expression, while the latter varying in cost from ISP to ISP is perceived of 

as well organised and carefully produced content.  

Finally we should mention that defining the notion of the Internet consumer is not the 

only way in which ISPs structure the on-line experience. This is because for most providers, 

which distinguish themselves from Internet Access Providers and define themselves strictly as 

Internet Service Providers, merely defining the internet consumer vis a vis access costs cannot 

bring enough profit; additional services therefore had to be introduced. This led to the further 

structuring of Internet use, which has been the goal of such companies explored in Chapters 5 

and 6. 

Apart from the economic power to structure the terms of on-line consumption, ISPs 

enjoy a purely formal power to censor on-line communication, forbid certain content and 

regulate use. Such power has not received proper attention or analysis, despite the fact that it is 

central in locating control over the on-line experience. The most basic way in which this formal 

power is exercised is through the terms of service which all ISPs have. Such terms, described at 

greater length in Chapters 5 and 6, set out the rules which every consumer has to obey in order to 

use an on-line service, whether a subscription based one or an open to all service. The first issue 

to be noted is that the user is often not made aware of the terms of service (TOS), particularly 

when services do not include dial-up access. If a user continues to surf a site or to install a cd-

rom with software for on-line use, his click has obliged him to obey the relevant terms of 

service. Despite differences, there are some general formal mechanisms of control which apply 

exclusively for all providers. These forbid use of the services that could harm the provider 

providing the service and allow providers to terminate the service without further notice if the 

TOS are violated.116 

In addition to this, ISPs literally have the power to put content off-line, forbid 

communication and define acceptable Internet use according to their own arbitrary judgement. 

This can be done by using filters on the central servers which receive and transmit information 

packets, forbidding the distribution of (bulk) packets of particular content. This is now a 

common policy in educational institutions in the US.117 Apart from such quantitative censorship 

there is also a qualitative censorship, which refers to selective decisions on behalf of certain 

companies to ban material on-line. A typical example of this is Amazon.com's ban of the book, 

so important to Scientology, A Piece of Blue Sky. The following extract from the letter sent by 

Amazon to a consumer who complained about this, pointing to the fact that in other bookshops, 

                                              
116 For example, see section 4 of AOL’s Terms of Service for Subscribers (AOL TOS 1999). Terms of 
service are explored at great length in Chapter 5.  
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off- and on-line, the book is available, indicates a lack of understanding on the part of ISPs that 

controlling the nature of the services and goods available constitutes a form of censorship. The 

response is light and shows no understanding of the issues at stake:  

I'm sorry to hear that you are disappointed by the removal of A Piece of Blue Sky by 
John Atack from our catalogue. Our decision to drop this title from our listings was a 
result of legal issues.  

(Jarolimek 1999:2) 

Convergence 

The above neat analysis of the Internet economy assumes a false distinction between 

infrastructure and content. It is the aim of this thesis to underline the primacy of infrastructure in 

the development of the Internet. To this end the false distinction in question is important since it 

underlines the extent to which telecommunications are determinant for Internet markets. It is 

equally important, however, to comprehend that in economic and cultural terms the distinction is 

false. Such a comprehension is vital to the argument presented throughout this thesis and is 

argued for in greater detail in Chapter 5. Here the question of convergence is discussed to 

provide a first account of why a distinction between Internet infrastructure and content is 

impossible in economic terms. 

'Convergence' refers to the blurring of industry boundaries or the breakdown of market 

fences, and often implies a climate of rapid technological change. Nevertheless, a certain amount 

of technological determinism is inherent in the concept. While convergence is often described as 

a phenomenon caused by technology, with which economic forces have to comply, what 

concerns us here is a critical understanding of the relationship between economic and 

technological convergence. The question of whether convergence causes financial changes or the 

other way round is an important one, since convergence has to be seen as a financial 

phenomenon enabled, rather than dictated, by technology. Convergence can be another term for 

describing vertical integration.  

Broadly speaking, there are six key ways in which convergence can be said to be taking 

place with regard to Internet markets. The first of these results from orthodox information-

telecommunications companies such as Public Telecommunications Carriers and media 

companies joining forces to offer on-line services (content related). An example would be 

British Telecom and News Corporation in their joint venture Line One. The second concerns the 

orthodox media companies and their co-operation with new media companies, whether the latter 

are ISP' or search engines. The most powerful example of such a synergy is the merger of AOL 

and Time Warner, though other examples can be seen in the chart below. The third convergence 

trend occurs as ISPs become content providers, e.g. America On Line, and the fourth as search 

                                                                                                                                  
117 During the Lewinsky affair the problems of such tactics became apparent, as many users of 
educational servers could not access the Drudge Report and related information because such 
information contained the word ‘sex’. 



 93

engines, such as Go.com, become on-line broadcasters. The fifth instance of convergence can be 

seen when advertising becomes the basis of on-line content providers, as in the case of AOL 

market centres. A sixth opportunity for convergence, which will probably accelerate in the future 

though it has not become a trend yet, is that of commerce companies merging with 

communications companies, the marriage of e-commerce and e-communication. The result of 

accelerating convergence is that new terms, such as 'service provider', have been applied to 

describe the operations of companies. 

All of the above point to a general acceptance that industries involved in the on-line 

experience cannot be legitimately separated into neat categories. In fact, consolidation on-line is 

the process by which companies involved in one aspect of the on-line production process are 

phased out by larger companies that can overtake their function. This is because, for the on-line 

experience to be controllable and thus profitable, companies have to establish an unfragmented 

production process, by homogenising and integrating the process of production. Without some 

continuity in the on-line production process economies of scope are impossible. This need, 

together with the orthodox quest for economies of scale, accelerates the pace of on-line vertical 

integration. Such vertical integration is increasingly extending to off-line companies and 

ventures. The further convergence of the on-line and off-line world is the logical extension of 

existing economic links between the two markets. As pointed out at the beginning of this chapter 

it has always been the case that the on-line economy is routed in the off-line economy, 

particularly in the telecommunications market. Mergers such as the one between AOL and Time 

Warner magnify the benefits of operating all different stages of the production media and 

information-telecommunications services, reconfirming the radical anxiety that patterns of off-

line media concentration are becoming more and more evident as Internet related markets 

consolidate. Figure 3.10 pictures some synergies between off-line and on-line companies, as well 

as between on-line companies. 
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Figure 3.10 Key synergies between off-line and on-line companies - Source Company 
Reports & Press Releases 
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Conclusion 

The above paragraphs show that the Internet economy functions within a set of pre-existing 

geopolitical and economic structures to reproduce previous inequalities. Consequently, precisely 

because such inequalities are structural and multiple, overcoming them is not a question of 

providing more access to Internet technology or expanding the existing infrastructure. Internet 

markets are failing, they are not efficient, they do not constitute models of free market operation 

and they have not naturally given rise to friction-free capitalism. On the contrary, Internet 

markets faithfully mirror the malfunctions of their financial predecessors and in particular 

telecommunications and audio-visual markets: centralisation, economies of scale, oligopolies. 

Furthermore, Internet markets are accelerating the pace of the commercialisation of the 

infotainment (information and entertainment) sector in the name of electronic commerce. The 

qualitative difference between information as a good and other goods is slowly being eroded. 

The importance of slowing down or putting an end to such erosion was shown during the war in 

Yugoslavia where direct control over Internet use was enforced. This control is a reminder that 

financial markets and particularly media markets do not operate in a political vacuum, that is, 

they do not automatically respond to a crisis. Above all, information is not like any other 

commodity, since market failure in the case of information means censorship. 

In Chapters 5 and 6, the critique offered here will be developed and details of the 

working of the so-called 'content markets' will be given. Chapters 5 and 6 draw links between 

the existing Internet infrastructure and the manner in which this impinges on markets producing 

Internet content. 
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Internet regulation: an agenda of questions 

Cyberspace does not exist in an institutional, legal and policy vacuum. This chapter examines 

Internet regulation118 in Western Europe and the US in order to demonstrate that, contrary to 

hegemonic perception, governments and supra-government actors are and long have been 

involved in the Internet’s development. Understanding the nature of this involvement and its 

interlacing with economic structures will complement the arguments presented in Chapter 3. 

The most important question in discussing Internet regulation is that of identifying the 

industries through which the Internet should be and is regulated. This is a conceptual matter that 

drives all policy discussions. At stake is a decision with regard to the nature of Internet 

communication. If we consider the Internet economy as outlined in Chapter 3, we recognise that 

some of the industries involved were regulated long before the Internet came into existence. For 

example telecommunications have been regulated at least through universal service obligations, 

broadcasting at least through licensing, software through data transmission law. There are also 

examples of commercial entities that came into existence with the Internet but are regulated 

under laws that existed prior to the Internet. To take an example, Internet Service Providers did 

not exist eight years ago, and therefore were not regulated in Europe. They did exist in the US 

and are regulated according to the regulations governing data enhanced services. Navigational 

tools such as search engines did not exist prior to the Internet and are still not regulated.  

   At the heart of the problematic surrounding the nature of Internet regulation lies a 

distinction between content and carriage, the separation between an infrastructure type of 

regulation and a content type of regulation. The regulation of Internet services is on the whole 

based on an assumption, predating the Internet of course, that content and carriage should be and 

can be regulated differently. 

Internet regulation is situated within the regulation of two interrelated industries: 

telecommunications and broadcasting. The starting-point for the exposition offered in this 

chapter is that these industries have been traditionally regulated within different frameworks on 

the two sides of the Atlantic. Such frameworks have to be seen in the light of the wider political 

and historical traditions of the two continents. The result of these pre-existing set of differences 

is that the current and evolving paradigms for Internet regulation in the US and in the EU reflect 

earlier differences. Internet regulation is expressed within two different policy frameworks on 

the two sides of the Atlantic: the Information Society in the EU and the Information 

                                              
118 All dimensions of Internet-related regulation cannot be covered within the constraints of this 
chapter. The chapter analyses content and infrastructure regulatory issues, and does not extensively 
cover more detailed regulatory issues such as encryption policy and copyright policy. The regulation of 
the domain naming system is also not analysed at any length. 
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Superhighway in the US. The key differences in the way various regulatory issues are addressed 

within the two paradigms in question are summarised in the Figure 4.1  below: 

POLICY/ ISSUE EUROPEAN UNION UNITED STATES 

VISION–GOAL Information Society, 

socially inclusive, dual 

tradition 

Information Superhighway, 

neo-libertarian 

focus on infrastructure 

RHETORIC Citizens, Europe, all 

inclusive society, 

Cultural heritage 

Consumer, individual Americans 

TELE- 

COMMUNICATIONS 

Liberalised Liberalised 

REG.OF INDUSTRIES ISP liability in some 

countries 

Carriers in some 

ISP activity unregulated, ISPs 

defined as common carriers 

UNIVERSAL 

SERVICES 

Strict universal service Loose universal service 

BROADCASTING Mixed tradition with 

strong public service 

tradition 

Deregulated 

CONTENT 

REGULATION 

Illegal and harmful 

content 

ISPs to be liable 

No regulation of content beyond 

ENCRYPTION Strict protection of 

individual privacy at all 

costs 

Less transparent, privacy laws 

could be barrier to trade 

POSITION Stress need for 

international cooperation 

Cooperation, backlash, 

fear 

Hegemonic , net 

Is symbol for American power 

Figure 4.1 Regulatory approaches across the Atlantic  



 99

  In the following paragraphs the differences outlined in the table above are explained and 

explored further in an attempt to account for the differences in kind between the EU and the US 

approach and involvement. Such an analysis is also founded upon an understanding of the basic 

differences in the historic and economic circumstances that accompanied the development of the 

Internet in the US and the EU The most important of these is that the Internet is a US technology 

which existed and was founded by the US government long before it became accessible to a 

minority of Western Europeans. Consequently the symbolic power attributed to the Internet in 

EU and in US policy differs substantially. The Internet is a symbol of progress and financial 

prosperity in the US and is presented as a vehicle for US economic dominance in the coming 

millennium. This is less true of EU policy. The Internet itself is not viewed as a tool of conquest, 

but portrayed merely as a promising technology, which could only flourish and influence society 

within the correct socio-economic environment. The EU is not the leader or patron of the 

information revolution. On the contrary that international coordination is necessary on a global 

level is constantly underlined in EU documents. 

 

Telecommunications regulation across the Atlantic: two paradigms and their tension 

Telecommunications have been regulated within very different frameworks in the US and in 

Western Europe. The two traditions are usually juxtaposed, compared and contrasted; whereas 

communication is relatively unregulated, commercialised, marked by a devotion to serving the 

First Amendment in the US, it is characterised by a public service ethos, a commitment to 

diversity and positive regulation in Western Europe. What follows is a historical analysis of the 

regulation of telecommunications in the two continents which attempts to go beyond such neat 

juxtaposition and to focus on the tensions imbedded in both paradigms. The object of this brief 

historical exploration is a deeper understanding of the traditions in question, which is where one 

can situate Internet regulation. Section 1 explores the US paradigm and Section 2 the Western 

European paradigm. 

SECTION 1 

Corporate media in the US 

In comparison to European broadcasting, broadcasting in the US is far more liberalised, 

commercial, and with a notable but nevertheless limited tradition of public service broadcasting. 

Radical US communication scholars have alerted us as to how the continued commercialisation 

of US telecommunication industries has led to the increasing impoverishment of US democracy, 

and how newspaper and broadcast journalism are essentially the casualties of a corporate-

dominated, profit-motivated media system (Herman and McChesney 1997, McChesney 1997:27, 

Schiller 1996). Broadcasting in the US is primarily perceived as an industry, a large source of 
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export revenue for the US economy. Private investors and corporations are the chief actors and 

competition is the way to the future. The driving force of broadcasting is revenue maximisation 

and consequently entertainment-based broadcasting largely dominates.  

Though the above is true and the US framework can be characterised as relatively 

deregulated, and more libertarian, with the First Amendment tradition as its axis, the regulation 

of telecommunications in the US has not been an uncontested path to deregulation; on the 

contrary it is marked by some tension, a tension that is important in comprehending Internet 

regulation. Such tension is usually underplayed, and The Communications Act of 1934 is cited 

as evidence of the beginning of the deregulation of the US telecommunication industry 

(McChesney 1991). The tension derives from the conventional wisdom according to which the 

commercial and public good functions of communication are inextricably bound and 

consequently commerce and free speech are essentially compatible and necessary conditions for 

democracy. In the words of NBC’s Sarnoff: 

 

Our American system of broadcasting is what it is because it operates in the American 
democracy. It is a free system because this is a free country. It is privately owned 
because private ownership is one of our national doctrines.  

(Sarnoff 1938:21119) 

 

The necessary symbiosis of commerce and free speech leaves US telecom and broadcasting in 

an inevitable tension, this because the symbiosis is based on a fundamental paradox.120 The 

paradox is summarised perfectly by R. Horwitz: 

The paradox of liberal conception of the public interest in telecommunications, as 
embodied both in common carrier law and in broadcast regulation, is that it is 
inescapably bound to commerce origin. The free speech function of communications 
media was assumed protected by safeguarding the commerce function of the 
telecommunication infrastructure. Because a free market in ideas is assumed to result 
from the absence of government interference, there has never been a viable ideology of 
positive government action to facilitate the exchange of ideas. 

(Horwitz 1989:15)  

Symbiosis, paradox, and the tensions produced will be further illuminated through a brief 

review of the development of telecommunications, press and broadcasting regulation.  

 

                                              
119 Cited in ‘In their own behalf’ Education by Radio, June-July 1938, p.21. 
120 McChesney refers to this fundamental paradox/tension when he writes, referring to the regulation 
of US telecommunications,  'the tension between democracy and capitalism is becoming increasingly 
evident, and communication - so necessary to both - can hardly serve two masters at once' (McChesney 
1996:118). 
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Telecommunications as common carriers 

Telecommunications constitute a basic infrastructure in the US which, together with most other 

infrastructures was regulated at a time of depression and the New Deal; it was then considered 

the task of the government to ensure that these basic services were provided to all. Those 

industries responsible for providing such basic services to every American were defined as 

common carriers, that is companies that control the carriage or transmission of a basic service. 

Until its gradual deregulation and The Telecommunications Act of 1996, the industry was a price 

and entry regulated industry that obeyed common carrier universal service regulations. So, for 

example, in the early days of the US telecommunications network, telecommunication 

companies could not refuse to provide service to individuals, as the growth of the network was 

considered beneficial to everybody. Furthermore, use by rural users was subsidised. 

Telecommunications were like transportation, a service that was obliged to carry all Americans, 

providing them with the best service possible. Until The Telecommunications Act of 1996, the 

universal service was funded at the state and federal levels by a combination of subsidies, for 

example the high cost fund and implicitly by the interstate access charge system. 

 It is through this perception of telecommunications as carriers that the separation of the 

regulation of transport and content was legitimised. The regulation of US telecommunications is 

based on the idea that the carrier can be distinguished from by what is being carried. 

The full complexity of the telecommunications regulatory framework, with extensive 

reference to price regulation, cannot be given within the limits of this thesis. The complexities 

relevant to this thesis are those that involve the relationship between telephony, a basic 

telecommunications infrastructure, and the carriage of communication, data and information. 

The tension, apparent in US telecommunications regulation and reflected heavily in Internet 

regulation, lies in how telecommunications, the pipeline, relates to the content, the end user and 

society. How is the privacy of the individual affected by telecommunications regulation? How is 

society as a whole affected by the provision of this basic service? If US telecommunications are 

considered nothing but a pipeline, a means of transport as it were, how does this affect a medium 

that transports far more then individual speech? 

 As shown above, the association of telecommunications with mass communication or 

freedom of speech was not made with the Internet. The association of telecommunications and 

freedom of speech has always been an indispensable parameter for consideration, and 

telecommunications were always perceived as part of the public realm of ideas and discussion 

(Horwitz 1989:8). This of course involved it in a series of debates surrounding a more dominant 

tradition in the US: the First Amendment tradition. 
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The press and the First Amendment 

Give me liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all 
liberties… And though all winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon the earth, so 
Truth be in the field, we do injuriously, by licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt her 
strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple; whoever knew Truth put to the worse in a free 
and open encounter?  

(Milton Areopagitika 1644 in Hughes 1957:756) 

 

In the above quote, Milton voices what has become the core of the importance of freedom of 

speech in American society and politics, an importance that can never be exaggerated. Milton 

explains that press cannot be licensed because government is the sole possible foe of freedom. 

This constitutes the basis for the First amendment tradition in the US. First amendment thinkers 

see freedom of speech as the vehicle for preserving democratic debate and ideological 

exchange. It is the tool by which man can discover truth and preserve a representative system of 

government. This tradition stipulates the First Amendment as the guardian angel of freedom of 

speech (Horwitz 1989:30). The image this stance evokes is of a market-place of ideas where 

First Amendment rights guarantee that the government will not interfere in what is essentially 

an equal individual exchange. This exchange occurs between rational individuals whose 

individual right is to freely express opinion (this being a further non-instrumental justification of 

freedom of speech rights). The market-place of ideas functions like its economic lassez-faire 

counterpart. It provides an automatic mechanism by which those ideas that are sounder, more 

accurate and truthful prevail. First Amendment rights open the way for democracy to be 

achieved and for truth to be discovered (Horwitz 1989). Echoing the thought of Mill, this 

approach makes orthodox libertarian distinctions between civil society and the state, a 

separation between the public and private sphere. It argues that the state should not interfere 

with the public sphere, since according to Mill’s harm principle: 'the only purpose for which 

power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised society against his will, is to 

prevent harm to others' (Mill 1989:14). This tradition has been important;121 it alone regulates 

the press and has been confirmed and reinforced in numerous Supreme Court cases, notably 

Miami Herald vs. Tornillo.  

The regulation of broadcasting, however, has been a more complicated matter. The First 

Amendment imperative has been lessened because of an acceptance that regulation is necessary 

for its protection. Thus because broadcasting is considered a natural resource, airwaves 

belonging to the whole of the American people, those controlling them are therefore considered 

public trustee. By this reasoning the government should assure that such public trust is placed in 

                                              
121 McChesney argues that this importance can be overestimated and that in formative periods the First 
Amendment and free speech barely influenced policy-making (McChesney 1993:257). 
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the correct hands. Given that there is a limited amount of airwaves available,  that is the 

spectrum for transmission is scarce, only certain parties should be given the license to act as such 

trustees. Broadcasting takes place in an inherently scarce environment whereas print does not 

(Powe 1987: 202). In addition, where there is more demand, more people will want to broadcast 

and therefore only some can be licensed (Powe 1987:201). These 'scarcity of spectrum' 

arguments go hand in hand with the 'fear of cacophony' argument, that is an acceptance that 

unlimited free speech for everybody in a limited space for expression will lead to nobody being 

heard since everybody will be speaking at the same time. In addition to this comes a claim that 

broadcasters, as public trustees, have amazing power placed in their hands and should therefore 

adhere to some regulation (Powe 1987: 211). The regulation of broadcasting has therefore aimed 

to safeguard the use of an important medium for communication and commerce, facilitate the 

public forum of ideas and rescue it from government tentacles (Horwitz 1989:15). And the same 

has applied for telecommunications. The means to ensure that broadcasting and 

telecommunications fulfilled these double functions was an independent regulatory body. Indeed 

the Federal Communication Commission was given its powers in  The Communications Act of 

1934 as an independent authority with the 'purpose of regulating interstate and foreign 

commerce in communication by wire and radio' (paragraph 151). The FCC’s five members are 

nominated by the President, its chairman then being elected by these members subject to 

approval by the Senate. The FCC has three bureaux, the Mass Media Bureau, the Common 

Carrier Bureau and the newly-established Cable Bureau. The Mass Media Bureau is mainly 

responsible for licensing broadcasting stations, while the Common Carrier's brief is to ensure 

privacy in data and telephony transmission. 

 

The Internet and the US: from extreme involvement to withdrawal 

The links between the regulatory anti-statism described in Chapter 1 and the literal First 

Amendment tradition are unequivocal. The Internet itself, allegedly removing all scarcity of 

spectrum problems, becomes the image central to the tradition: it is the free marketplace of 

ideas. This because it abolishes 'the mediator' and becomes a dynamic metaphor of the First 

Amendment. Clearly any government intervention, in threatening the Internet threatens the 

image itself. Consequently, the Internet is far more than a new technology, it represents a 

metaphor come true and undermining represents a symbolic attack on the principles guiding First 

Amendment scholars.  

The Internet’s symbolic function as a metaphor for the free marketplace of ideas and the 

free market itself is the key to understanding the US approach to Internet regulation, since it 

explains much of the regulatory legislation enacted in the US in the 1990s. This is not to imply 

that the Internet signifies the revival of an uncontested first-amendment tradition but that the 
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Internet as a metaphor for the free market-place of ideas is performing a vital symbolic role in 

the further deregulation of the infocommunication industries.  

The involvement of the US government in the development of the Internet has been 

commanding. In the Internet’s formative years the government provided the funds and 

institutional framework for the Internet to operate and develop. In the 1990s the US government 

has steadily withdrawn from the Net, ensuring it will develop in a deregulatory free-market 

environment (Schiller 1996). The technology necessary to sustain the Internet was developed 

for the ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects Agency Computer Network) as the result of 

Department of Defence experiments to connect incompatible mainframe computers. The 

ARPANET was a success that 'placed this country ahead of all others in advanced digital 

communications science and technology' (ARPANET Completion Report p.11-109 (Hauben 

1994a:10)). Until the 1980s, together with the partially AT&T-funded Usenet, the ARPANET 

made communication possible between some one hundred computer sites across the US 

ARPANET's existence was terminated in the 1980s and university connections around the US 

were left to be supported by the National Science Foundation; a support system which 

developed into the NSFNet (Hauben 1994, 1994a). The NSFNet is widely recognised as the US 

Internet backbone. In 1994 the privatisation of the US backbone was announced, a date often 

cited as signifying the commercialisation of the US Net. For radical scholars this date represents 

a crucial moment in Net history and marks the transition from the public amateur net to the 

private Net (Hauben 1994, McChesney 1996). The US government's intentions, to leave the 

Internet in private hands, is expressed in the Senate and House of Representative of The 

Telecommunications Act of 1996.122 As McChesney points out, this act was a 'euphemism for 

deregulation' and played a key role in the acceleration of the commercialisation of the Internet 

(McChesney 1996). It gave the green light for the commodification of access to the Internet and 

the abolishment of the NSF acceptable use policy (AUP). The AUP was a set of prohibitions 

(e.g. use of for-profit activities) and encouragement which shaped the use of the NSF backbone, 

(Hauben 1994). Its general principle was that: 

NSFNet backbone services are provided to support open research and education in and 
among US research and instructional institutions, plus research arms of for-profit firms 
when engaged in open scholarly communication and research. Use for other purposes is 
not acceptable. 

 (Review of the NSFNet: 69-70 (Hauben 1994a:36)) 

 

                                              
122 Some journalists have explained the US government's decision to withdraw from the development 
of the Net by looking at the connections of Capitol and US officials to key members in the 
communications industry (Auletta 1995). 
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Following the commercialisation of the National Science Foundation backbone there have been 

three central policies for the Internet in the US The first is The National Information 

Infrastructure Initiative described in Chapter 1, the second is The Telecommunications Act of 

1996 and the third is titled A Framework for Electronic Commerce. In addition the FCC’s 

position regarding Internet regulation has been important. These are examined in turn below. 

 

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 

The aim of the Act, as stated in the actual legislation, was to  

 

promote competition and reduce regulation in order to secure lower prices and higher 
quality services for American telecommunications consumers and encourage the 
rapid deployment of new telecommunications technologies. 
    (The Telecommunications Act of 1996:1)  

 

The Act is a revised version of the 1995 bill which finally gave the green light for the 

deregulation of telecommunications, including electronic telecommunications (Title. 5 Sec 

401). In the words of a former FCC chairman, the Act allowed Americans to finally  

rid ourselves from all vestiges of the 'public utility' or 'natural monopoly' concept as an 
intellectual model for thinking about the industry and to unleash technology and 
entrepreneurialism so as to maximise consumer welfare in ways we regulators could 
never imagine. 

(Patrick 1996)  

The Act passes notable discretion to the FCC, stating that any existing regulations such as, for 

example, common carrier obligations can be reviewed if the authority thinks they might impede 

the development of a competitive telecommunication market place (Section 401). It furthermore 

limits universal service obligations giving the right to the FCC to exercise its discretion and 

exempt some carriers (Section 204). The Act also sets out to eliminate statutory and other 

barriers to entry in telecommunication markets (Section 257). With regard to the Internet, the 

Act recognises that the Internet has developed and flourished in a free-market and therefore 

makes the commitment that no law or regulation that could put this competitive market place in 

danger will be passed (Section 509 added paragraph 230 subs. 5b, e3). 

For radical scholars in the US the Act marks a definite move toward the complete 

deregulation of US telecommunications, a deregulatory decision which will cripple the 

possibility of electronic democratisation of communication (Schiller 1996, McChesney 1996, 

Schiller 1999). The argument presented is that by leaving the communication sector to an 

entirely unregulated free market, the Act, legitimises the domination of profit as an incentive for 

growth and the expulsion of the notion of the 'public good' from the telecommunications 

paradigm. For others the Act and the deregulatory steps it proposes are not bold enough and 



 106

leave US telecommunications tied in a Gordon Knot (Solomon 1998, Neuman, McKnight, 

Solomon 1997). According to a similar line of thought, the Act actually gives license for the 

additional regulation or arbitrary regulation of the industries by passing on authority to the FCC. 

Instead of increasing competition such increase will stifle the free market since by making broad 

statements the Act gives the FCC the license to attempt the further deregulation of the industries, 

a license which the FCC has exploited to expand its regulatory authorities as it did with regard to 

interconnection tariffs, for example (Keyworth and Elsenach 1996:1,2). 

Despite anxieties in radical circles, the Act did not stir much controversy123; after all, 

its fully-liberalising commitments were to be expected due to the increased domination of neo-

liberal economic policies in the US. Consequently, moves towards the complete deregulation of 

telecommunication can be understood as a part of a wider prevalence of monetary free-market 

economics and the deregulation of most other basic infrastructure industries (Horwitz 1989). 

Any concern about the overall results of full liberalisation was overshadowed by the 

unprecedented uproar caused by a small section of the Bill, Section 502, known as the 

Communication Decency Act124 (the CDA) proposed by the Senator Exxon. The CDA 

addresses a key question in US policy and in Internet policy. Should one consider the Internet to 

be closer to telephony and the Press and thus to be regulated according to the literal First 

Amendment tradition, or to broadcasting, in which case its regulation could be a possibility? 

According to the CDA: 

Whoever in interstate or foreign communications by means of a telecommunication 
device knowingly makes, creates, or solicits or initiates the transition of any comment, 
request, suggestion, proposal, image, or other communication which is obscene, lewd, 
lascivious, filthy, or indecent, with intent to annoy, abuse, threaten or harass another 
person      (Section 501) 

 

is breaking the law. Furthermore, whoever knowingly permits any telecommunication facility 

under his control to be used for any activity prohibited by the above paragraph can be fined.  

The CDA has been analysed repeatedly on-line and in Internet related magazine 

literature (New York Times 1996). Criticism by those few in favour of freedom of speech 

regulation was that the law by being vague, i.e. not defining what indecent is, shifts control to 

the FCC since it becomes within the latter’s jurisdiction to decide when activity should be 

prosecuted (Patrick 1996). But the popular objection came from freedom of speech activists. 

Reflecting the will of American Internet users, American user associations and on-line clubs 

launched a campaign against the Bill. The main target of the campaign was to raise awareness 

                                              
123 On further opinions on the Republican Party and telecommunications see the Progress and 
Freedom Foundation site ppf.org and authors such as Gilder 1996. 
124 The CDA is not a separate document, it is part of The Telecommunications Act of 1996. 
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about freedom in cyberspace and ultimately provide support for a motion presented to the 

Supreme Court to declare the Bill unconstitutional. The Plaintiffs making this constitutional 

challenge were numerous, including the ACLU, Computer Professionals for Social 

Responsibility and Electronic Frontier Foundation. The objection to the bill is typified by 

counsel Hansen's comments in defending the suit, when he mentions:  

On-line communication is the most democratic means of communication yet devised. It 
makes all of us as powerful as CBS news and the CDA is calling upon every single 
American to define indecency, a term on whose definition no majority of the Supreme 
Court itself has never been able to agree.  

(Godwin 1996b) 

 

This first lawsuit, known as American Civil Liberties et al Vs Reno was successful and a 

temporary restraining order against the enforcement of the bill was issued. The lawsuit was 

deliberated upon in a Philadelphia Courtroom where on June 11 1996, the CDA was declared 

unconstitutional.  

The ruling is puzzling within the political scenario outlined, particularly if one takes 

into account that at stake was a choice about the nature of Internet communication, and 

furthermore that when broadcasters had sought First Amendment protection in the past they had 

not received similar friendly rulings. As Schiller writes,  

How could the most reactionary court in a hundred years persuade itself to find for the 
most unrestrictive possible interpretation of the Internet legal status?  

(Schiller 1999:70)  

 

The Internet’s real and symbolic value as a metaphor for the market of ideas and goods explains 

the ruling, as does the potential revenue for US firms. Since the Internet in the US had become 

the jewel for a neo-liberal pro free market agenda, the ruling must be contextualised within 

broader pro-free market right wing politics (Schiller 1999). 

Though the administration’s profile as the patron of the digital revolution might have 

been blackened with the CDA, it was quickly restored. The administration's intention and 

commitment to the digital age were renewed following the ruling. In Clinton's own words 

shortly after:  

Let us reach for a goal in the 21st century of every home connected to the Internet and 
let us be brought closer together to as a community through that connection. 

     (Election Notes 1996) 

 

The administration's intention to establish that the Internet will be led by the private sector 

clearly articulated in a new policy which president Clinton announced himself to Internet users 
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on 1 July 1997: A Framework for Electronic Commerce. The Framework crystallises the 

symbolic importance the Internet has for the US; it is a metaphor for expansion and growth. In 

the words of President Clinton when addressing Internet users:  

Electronic commerce is like the Wild West of the economy we hope to harness its full 
potential for increasing productivity and growing the economy, bringing prosperity to 
the American people and individuals world-wide. 

 (US President Clinton (IHT 1997:1)) 

 

The official document, like its Global Information Infrastructure counterpart, is a euphemism 

for minimum government intervention. It heralds the new era emerging, viewing the Internet as 

its driving force. Its sole objective is to identify the Internet as an important financial tool, to 

underline its economic possibilities. In its introduction the Framework for Electronic Commerce  

states that from a research tool the Internet has become a vehicle for a global digital economy 

and as such it can alter traditional concepts of financial relations. The Internet will bring about 

tighter, more efficient business-consumer relationships, an environment of vibrant competition. 

The document is at pains to warn that Internet technology can be a driving force only if left 

unrestricted by governments around the world.  

Accordingly, the framework postulates five principles upon which global e-commerce 

should operate, each of which ultimately aims to safeguard the Internet free from the state. The 

first of these is that the private sector should lead this revolution. The second that governments 

should 'avoid undue restrictions on electronic commerce'. The third - essentially an explanation 

of the second - states that, if government involvement is unavoidable, it should be to 'support and 

enforce a predictable, minimalist, consistent and simple legal environment for commerce' .  

These three principles make the Clinton administration’s intentions for the Internet’s 

future clear. They are crucial for international policy-making only in association to the next two 

principles, which essentially attempt to universalise the US policy approach as the 

technologically-dictated solution. In effect, it could be argued that the Electronic Commerce 

initiative was not released to announce the US governments views on e-commerce but rather to 

make these universal. Thus the fourth principle calls on governments to recognise the unique 

qualities of the Internet, its decentralised nature, its bottom-up governance and tailor their 

policies accordingly. It is the US government's view that around the globe 'existing laws and 

regulations that may hinder electronic commerce should be reviewed and revised or eliminated 

to reflect the needs of the new electronic age.' And, in case regulators have not understood this 

principle as binding, the last principle clearly defines all of the above as an international 

regulator's bible for the electronic-age; according to this, 'electronic commerce should be 

facilitated on a global basis'. 
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The Framework for Electronic Commerce is a central government intervention on the 

Net. Were it not for the US government's eagerness to embrace and initiate the idea of the 

Internet as a electronic space for commerce a whole shift in the way we regard the Net would not 

have occurred, at least at such a rapid pace. Thus, in effect, the Initiative contradicts the US 

government's commitment not to interfere in cyberspace. This because with the Framework for 

Electronic Commerce the US supports the commercialisation of the Internet and calls for a 

transformation in the way the Internet is viewed: from a communication medium, whose 

regulation due to its social function is a matter of debate, to a transaction medium for which a 

case for regulation based on good social principles is far more difficult to make. It provides 

corporations the license to financially exploit the Internet and skilfully pushes questions of social 

justice off the policy agenda, since in debating a policy framework for commerce, the policy 

paradigm, goal and objectives discussed are fundamentally different from those in a 

communications debates. And this for the very simple reason that communication is central for 

the functioning of the modern liberal democratic process, whereas commerce is not. Given the 

strategic advantage of the US in the development of the Internet, this intervention largely 

influenced Internet policy discussions. 

The regulatory basis for the continued and rapid commercialisation of the Internet is not 

determined solely by the hegemonic US rhetoric prevalent in policy-making nor is it limited to 

the deregulation of telecommunication and the lowering of universal service obligations. There 

are a set of other issues implicit in the descriptions of policy above that have essentially framed 

policy discussion to exclude questions of publicness, the common good, etc. The first of these is 

an underlying assumption that the Internet is a delivery platform, an infrastructure (ironically 

enough with no common carrier obligations). This is discussed further in EU regulation and 

convergence debate.  

The second issue affects the role of ISPs. According to US law Internet Service 

Providers are nothing but enhanced service providers and as such are not subject to common 

carrier regulations.  

 

The FCC and Internet Service Providers 

Service Providers for the transmission of data through telephony came into existence in the US 

long before the Internet and so did the regulation of data services. Though there is a huge 

literature with regard to these as well as related privacy and cryptography issues that of course 

extend into the Internet years, these cannot be exhausted within the constraints of this thesis. The 

Federal Communication Commission sought to address the regulation of data services in 

Computer Inquiry No.2 in which a distinction was made between basic services and enhanced 

services. The Commission defined 'enhanced services' as: 
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Services, offered over common carrier transmission facilities used in interstate 
communications, which employ computer processing applications that act on the 
format, content, code, protocol, or similar aspects of the subscriber’s transmitted 
information; provide the subscriber additional, different, or restructured information; or 
involve subscriber interaction with stored information.125 

 

  Basic services such as telephony were to be regulated under common carrier regulations, 

whereas added services such as Internet Service Providers were not to be required to adhere to 

common carrier regulations. This also means that ISPs are not required 'to contribute to the 

universal service funding mechanism because they are not considered to be 'telecommunications 

carriers'. (Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, 12 FCC Rcd 8776, 788-90). 126 

This provision is crucial because it relieves ISPs of any public function obligation. Its 

importance is not only real in that ISPs are not obliged to provide all Americans with a cheap 

and reliable service, but also symbolic. This because through this provision Internet Service 

Providers are not defined as providers of a basic service with public utility and are not therefore 

considered entities that should cater for the public, or public trustees. This implies essentially 

that on-line communication is not considered a public good. This standpoint has been further 

demonstrated by numerous court cases in which ISPs have been charged with responsibility for 

the content on their sites and have been acquitted of such.127  

 

The US approach to the Internet and the global approach to convergence 

The above outline of US policy tends to two suggestions implied throughout this Chapter and 

suggested in Chapter 1. These are a) that the anti-statism which characterises the affirmative 

Internet literature is reflected in US policy, and b) that the US government considers itself an 

institutional patron, a leading government in the digital revolution (White House 1997a:1, White 

House 1997b, Clinton 1998:4). This role facilitates the universalisation of the US policy. The US 

paradigm, despite its tensions, is considered the only regulatory path to the future and the US 

government is perceived as a policy pioneer. In short the US approach is hegemonic. 

                                              
125 47 C.F.R. § 64.702(a). 
126 See 47 USC. § 254. Enhanced service providers are not required to contribute to the universal 
service funding mechanism because they are not considered to be 'telecommunications carriers'. 
Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, 12 FCC Rcd 8776, 788-90 (1997). 
127 A further example of state intervention to execute existing laws occurred before the 
Communications Decency Act when, in 1995, the Justice Department disclosed details of the search of 
125 homes and offices during an inquiry into child pornography involving AOL users (Johnstone 
1996). For analysis supportive of the US approach, see Ang 1997. In his article Ang views American 
legislation as sophisticated, prioritises freedom of speech and is not sympathetic to countries that have 
intervened.  
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Such a role becomes apparent when we examine other policy approaches to the Net, 

since the US policy is echoed in most policy documents. The policy theme which constitutes the 

primary way in which US the supported anti-statist approach is echoed in public policy is 

convergence, a theme dominating regulation documents and views. With regard to the Internet, 

convergence constitutes an indispensable policy consideration presented affirmatively as a 

policy problem. Frequently stressed in the use of the term is the lack of understanding with 

regard to the nature of the process, the conventional assumption being that converging 

technologies are altering global communication processes and that regulators have to 

accommodate the needs of converging technologies. The result of this received wisdom is that 

convergence is presented as the justification for anti-statism in official documents and NGO 

reports and thus comes to be considered as the only feasible policy approach. The supporting 

argument put forth is that telecommunications, whose regulation is mostly liberalised and 

broadcasting, a more or less regulated sector, are converging. This presents a problem to 

regulators, since it would not be technologically sound or efficient to have two regulatory 

paradigms for what is increasingly becoming one technology. The viable solution to this 

problem is to abolish one of the two regulatory paradigms. The broadcasting paradigm is the 

logical casualty, firstly, since it is considered less flexible and thus unable to adapt to 

accelerating technology changes and, secondly, because it was designed to meet the 

requirements of a nation-state era which is now past. Consequently it is a hegemonic conviction 

that a broadcasting approach to regulation, in which intervention for preserving a democratic 

system of government remains an important question, should be subsumed or abolished 

altogether to give way to the telecommunications approach, which is undergoing global 

liberalisation and can thus accommodate the needs of a rapidly-changing digital era. In the 

words of OECD policy makers: 

The key policy message is that while no one is certain which technologies will provide 
the mix of building blocks for the future, liberal markets are better placed to capture the 
benefits made possible by convergence of different industry sectors. 

 (OECD 1997b:15) 

The above assertions are made hand in hand with a distinction between the regulation of 

carriage and of content, economic regulation and content regulation. The Internet is defined as 

part of an infrastructure, as a carrier, and in particular one that may carry heterogeneous content 

ranging from voice and media to commerce. This to an extent dictates its regulation, since there 

must be at least some similarity between the regulation of other carriers and that of the Internet 

so that it can perform its complex function. As a consequence, broadcasting policy concerns are 

absent from the regulatory debate and telecommunications policy becomes central for Internet 

policy. In other words documents embracing anti-statism take broadcasting out of the policy 

agenda and focus on telecommunications. 
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 Important to this regulatory landscape is the issue of electronic commerce which 

strengthens the anti-regulatory case. The argument put forth is that in the prospect of the Internet 

not being solely used for communication but also for commerce, it is better for regulators to 

adopt to a more flexible environment. Finally the characteristics ascribed by affirmative Internet 

literature to the Internet (described in Chapter 1) are embraced in most policy documents, and as 

a result the dynamic and uncontrollable nature of the Internet are underlined to further support 

the adoption of the US telecommunications-based approach. The following extract from an 

OECD report is typical:  

Although unfortunately open to certain forms of abuse in this context, it needs to be 
emphasised that the Internet is still in an early formative stage. It is a fragile and highly 
dynamic medium whose growth and development, together with its promise of 
enhancing economic productivity and social well being, could be severely stifled by 
excessive and/or premature regulations. Governments need to bear this risk in mind in 
carefully considering which regulatory tools are appropriate or relevant to the Internet 

(OECD 1997b:15) 

 

The OECD embraces the free-market approach and therefore proposes that the role of 

governments for the development of the Global Information Infrastructure and the Global 

Information Society has to be to promote private investment (OECD 1995, 1997b). Although 

cultural and linguistic diversity are acknowledged as issues, the OECD stresses that 

governments should ensure that private initiatives are engines for economic growth in the on-

line world. Governments are therefore warned that extra or unnecessary regulation which could 

impede such development should be avoided, as should regulation of content (OECD 1997b). 

OECD documents exploring the Internet focus on PTOs, prioritising the telecommunicational 

aspect of the Internet and minimising references to the Internet as a broadcasting medium128 

(OECD 1997:99). In short, the Internet is considered closer to telephony than to broadcasting. In 

terms of policy considerations this, of course, means that concerns with the social good are 

excluded. The result is policy recommendations that glorify the free-market. 

 

The alternative paradigm in conceptualising Internet regulation 

The US government has enjoyed a competitive advantage and real hegemonic role in the 

development of the Internet. As a consequence, little attention has been paid to other 

broadcasting paradigms or approaches to Net regulation. That the Internet developed in the US 

legitimises such a hegemonic role. In other words, the fact that the  Internet developed in anti-

statist telecommunications environment explains and justifies the continuing existence of this 



 113

paradigm. This has resulted in the stigmatisation of other approaches to the Internet. Approaches 

to which free market forces are not central have often been labelled 'protectionist'.129 For 

example, as with other policies, the French government’s intention to intervene in the 

development of the medium is condemned as protectionist, a sign of technological backwardness 

and French chauvinism.130 Affirmative Internet literature attacks the French and their 

government as technological reactionaries, resisting technology. As Louis Rossetto, editor and 

publisher of Wired magazine, comments with regard to French concerns about the Internet being 

a Trojan Horse of Anglo-American culture: 'It seems an incredibly narrow, provincial way of 

thinking about the global village' (Spicer 1996).  

The attacks on French policy are part of the general marginalisation of a set of questions 

pertinent in discussions of the audiovisual sector in Western Europe. Such questions remain 

important in debates about the future of the audiovisual sector in Western Europe, but are on the 

whole considered outdated within Internet related policy discussions. As a result, the existing EU 

audiovisual policy is often presented as anachronistic, as refusing to live up to the technological 

challenge of the Internet. Gilder's comments are typical:  

By submitting the Internet to Eurosclerosis, the European Union will only assure 
continued decline of its economies in the new age of networks. The Internet is 
inherently global and will route around the attempts to nationalise, commisionise or 
parochialise it.  

(Gilder in Brownlee, 1996)  

 

The tradition excluded from debate is the dual tradition of European broadcasting. Discussions 

of Internet policy at large assume that this tradition has little to offer, and as a result its key 

                                                                                                                                  
128 It is worth noting that in the OECD’s Communications Outlook 1997 the Internet is included in 
Chapter 6, which is the chapter on Telecommunications, instead of in Chapter 5 which is the chapter on 
Broadcasting (OECD 1997).  
129 An attitude that reveals the extent of this neo-liberal pressure is Bangemann's speech in Venice, 
where the Commissioner, a clear advocate of deregulation, feels the urge, when talking about the need 
for international coordination, to underline that he is in no way advocating regulation; he says in the 
most self-conscious way: 'Firstly I would like to emphasise I am not calling for detailed regulations for 
the Internet.' In short, European officials are so sure of how easily any non-Internetphilic policy 
paradigm can be labelled protectionist that even their most liberal advocates are self-conscious when 
speaking (Bangemann 1997:2). 
130 The relationship between the French and the Internet is somewhat heated due to the existence of 
Minitel. Minitel, a Paris-wide communications medium where a plethora of information can be found, 
is regulated by Le Conseil Superior de la Telematique and policed by inspectors who essentially trawl 
content to assess where it abides by the law and the agreement with France Telecom. The existence of 
Minitel, a system where communication takes place in French, intensifies the struggle between French 
idealism and American Neo-liberalism. Although juxtaposing Minitel and the Internet could be useful 
precisely because it would fit the neat dichotomies constructed by Internetphilia, this thesis refuses to 
do so and is against other contributions that have done so extensively (Barbrook 1996a). The French 
have proposed to regulate the Net in the same way (Ang 1997, AUI 1996). France is also the only 
European country with existing strict laws on cryptography (CEC 1997a:12). 
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concerns have been entirely marginalised. If new technologies were considered a threat to this 

tradition, the Internet is considered entirely irrelevant to it.  

 

SECTION 2 

The dual tradition of European telecommunications 

Western Europe has a strong tradition of broadcast regulation and of public service media,131 a 

communication paradigm often contrasted with the US one described above. Within this 

paradigm, broadcasting has been defined as an essential feature of democracy and public life, a 

public tool rather than a private enterprise. It has resulted in an enlightened broadcasting service 

whose purpose is to inform the electorate, educate citizens across the regions with a broad 

variety of quality programmes, provide diverse entertainment compatible with the spirit of the 

nation and ensure that opinions from the margins are given air-time. This went hand in hand with 

a public telecommunications sector, a post-war consensus that telecommunications are a public 

utility, to be provided to all citizens as a basic service by the state. However, this picture of a 

stable, uncontested telecommunications landscape in Europe no longer reflects reality. The 

public service tradition has been contested ideologically, politically and economically during the 

course of the last 15 years, and mixed media systems have been founded. In addition, 

telecommunications have undergone major liberalisation in the last two decades, ceasing to be a 

national matter with the introduction of one more supranational actor: the EU. The result has 

been the establishment of a dual tradition that brings about a balance between a public and a 

private audio-visual sector. The following exposition traces the development of the 

telecommunications sector in the post-war period in Europe, with emphasis on the tension 

between the private and the public, tension within which existing Internet policy has to be 

situated.  

 

Post-war telecommunications  

The post-war period in Western Europe saw the rise of the welfare state, a state designed to 

provide for the polity by regulating, owning and controlling the supply of most public goods. 

Telecommunications were considered one of these goods; in fact telecommunications carriers 

and infrastructure on the whole were publicly owned and operated until the end of the 1970s in 

Western European countries adhering to a strict universal service policy. In the 1980s, with the 

rise of Thatcherism in Britain and ideologies of the New Right in the rest of northern Europe, 

debate about the liberalisation of the telecommunications industry was initiated. Britain was the 
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first country to liberalise its telecommunications infrastructure,132 allowing the privatisation of 

British Telecomm as well as later allowing private operators to provide services. The regulation 

of telecommunications was modelled around the US paradigm, with the establishment of an 

independent regulatory authority. In 1987 the EU proposed the full liberalisation of 

telecommunications (CEC 1987); despite this strict universal service obligations remained. 

 

The public service tradition  

As with telecommunications, broadcasting in Europe has traditionally been a public good, 

performing a civic role and acting in the public interest. Conceptually, this model has been 

viewed as intrinsically bound to the nation state (MacCabe 1986). Within such a paradigm, 

broadcasting is the nation's guardian, ideally independent of economic, political or sectarian 

interests and available to the whole of the community. The ideological basis of this paradigm is 

still in place, as expressed, for example, by the following extract from the report by the High 

Level Group of Experts (chaired by M. Oreja) for analysing the European audiovisual sector: 

The audio-visual industry is not an industry like any other and does not simply produce 
goods to be sold on the markets like other goods. It is in fact a cultural industry par 
excellence whose product is unique and specific in nature. It has a major influence on 
what citizens know, believe and feel.  

(ECSC-EC-EAEC 1999:9) 

 

This approach to broadcasting reflects the anxiety that if the provision of this good is left to the 

mercy of market forces, then its availability could be subject to a series of market 'dysfunctions' 

or abuses, such as market concentration, lowering the quality of content to ensure economies of 

scale, the marginalisation of the views of audiences that cannot provide revenue and hence do 

not interest advertisers, and discrepancies in availability and pricing due to geographical 

location.133 It was therefore vital for the proper functioning of democracy and the preservation 

of culture that a broadcasting system designed to avoid market distortions should exist. To such 

an economic justification for public service broadcasting there were added a number of 

important political fears. Among these was the fear that if broadcasting were controlled by profit 

the more affluent would have greater access to the media and hence increased opportunity to 

form public opinion. Furthermore, in the aftermath of Fascism there was a general fear about the 

                                                                                                                                  
131 It was the American broadcaster D.Sarnoff who first talked of radio broadcasting as a public 
service (Briggs 1985:18). 
132 The liberalisation was enacted by the Telecommunications Act of 1981, and furthered by the report 
The future of Telecommunications in Britain (Department of Trade and Industry 1982). 
133 Lately there has been a resurrection of such fears from a neo-Keynesian tradition that points to 
market failures in new media markets (Collins 1994). 
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public manipulation absolute control of the media could lead to. Independence from economic 

political interests was vital.  

These theoretical concerns underlying the justification of public service broadcasting 

were the prevailing ideology in Western Europe; at least until the 1980s. Through more or less 

public intervention and even monopoly, broadcasting was structured to ensure programme 

quality and diversity. The European public broadcasting regimes thus established do admittedly 

vary, but nevertheless have a number of distinctive common characteristics. According to 

Blumler these are six: 

First, an ethic of comprehensiveness, an understanding that broadcasting should aim to 

satisfy a broad variety of aims which include education and information, documentaries as well 

as entertainment. Public broadcasters are not only welfare angels, as in the US, they are also 

popular entertainers.  

Second, public broadcasters were given generalised mandates, a basic flexible 

agreement upon which then they could structure their programmes.  

Third, pluralism, that is a commitment to linguistic, cultural, political spiritual and 

aesthetic diversity. This meant a broadcasting service designed to match the needs, tastes and 

values of a heterogeneous audience with multiple expectations, doing justice to a sometimes 

divided society with mixed values and a variety of identities. Broadcasting should not only 

represent the majority but every sector of the community. 

Fourth, a cultural role; the notion that broadcasting is responsible for enriching the 

viewing experience with quality programmes, thought-provoking ideas and new aesthetic 

movements, by doing so contributing to the country’s creative aesthetic heritage as well as 

generating society’s 'linguistic, spiritual, aesthetic and ethnic wealth' (Rowland and Tracey 

1990:6-7). 

Fifth, a place in politics, meaning that broadcasters in Europe considered political 

organisation to have been responsible for generating public debate, which, free from government 

control, can initiate public discourse about political issues, giving air time to political parties and 

actors important in the political process. This has meant that broadcasting has acted as political 

forum, hosting interviews, issues coverage and policy announcements. As Blumler states, this 

has been one of the most questionable functions of public service systems, since the possibility 

of government influence made broadcasters vulnerable to their lack of impartiality, even if not 

true.  

Sixth an aspiration to impartiality. 
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The British public service broadcasting system can provide an important insight into 

how PBS has evolved since the beginning of the twentieth century134 both as a model and in 

practice. Established in 1922,135 British public service broadcasting emerged out of a 

conviction that the function of broadcasting is social, its mission ethical and its role paternalistic; 

to provide the audience with the most valuable of audio-visual resources, built around the three 

aims established by the Crawford Committee: to educate, entertain and inform' (Tracey 

1998:100, Blumler 1992). Advertising was rejected from the beginning136 as a source of 

funding. Hand in hand with this paternalistic profile went the notion that British broadcasting 

should provide for a variety of tastes and find the nation’s common denominator. Like 

telecommunications, British broadcasting is also a universal service. This means that as a service 

it is not offered on the basis of profitability but a-priori, independently of how much this delivery 

of service costs. In short the audience is not treated as a market. Public service broadcasting in 

Britain thus differed in the widest sense from the US model. Also very important was a 

commitment to editorial independence. In principle British broadcasting was not to be under the 

direct or indirect influence or control of any group in society, and government in particular.137 

This was part of a more general civic responsibility to contribute to the efficient functioning of 

British democracy by broadcasting news programmes, political debate etc., and has meant that 

broadcasting in Britain has also been publicly accountable.138 The Independent Television Act 

of 1954 set out certain duties that all broadcasters should be required to carry out. Independent 

Television was set up in the same tradition, modelled on the BBC (Curran and Seaton 1997:167). 

In the orthodox view the development of the BBC was turbulent but nevertheless 

successful until the Thatcher years. The committees set up to check the function of public 

broadcasting more or less reconfirmed a commitment to public service principles, underlining 

the importance of public broadcasting for Britain as a democracy and a nation. They applauded 

its cultural, integrating and scrutinising role and reconfirmed  the license fee as by far the best 

way to ensure that broadcasting remains impartial (Pilkington Report 1962:143-44, 147, Annan 

Report 1977:132).  

                                              
134 A detailed and comprehensive account of the history of British Broadcasting cannot be given 
within the constraints of this essay. This is a selective, brief, historical account of a model and its 
British application offered towards a better understanding of the idea. This paragraph is based on the 
reports mentioned as well as Blumler (1992), Mc Donnell (1991), Briggs (1985, 1995), Curran and 
Seaton (1997). The material concerning the challenges to the system is based on  Barnett and Curry 
(1994). ITV went on air in Britain in 1955, Channel 4 first broadcast in 1982, Channel 5 in 1997. 
135John Reith was the BBC’s first director. For an elaboration upon the Reithian era of broadcasting 
see Reith 1924. The BBC, the first public television channel, launched its first programmes in 1936. 
136 The Sykes Committee rejected advertising in 1923, so did the Peacock Report in 1986. 
137 In reality this independence constituted a major area of contest, with battles repeatedly occurring.  
138 The rules that guarantee this accountability were spelled out in the Broadcasting Act of 1954. 
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The above picture of harmonious development in broadcasting can be misleading, since 

it is only broadcasting and not the press that have traditionally been regulated according to the 

above paradigm. Indeed the symbiosis of broadcasting and the press in Britain is puzzling since 

the latter is organised as a free market (Curran 1996:1). The model for a press operation which 

stresses profitability echoes a more market-orientated Fourth Amendment tradition in which 

market freedom is seen as parallel to public freedom. The symbiosis of these two approaches to 

regulation is unique to the European dual tradition.  

According to the orthodox view, it was during the Thatcher period that Public Service 

Broadcasting in Britain was first questioned and threatened.139 The attack, articulated best by 

the Peacock report, is important since the arguments employed are echoed in the present quest 

for a government-free Net. According to the report:  

British broadcasting should move towards a sophisticated market system based on 
consumer sovereignty. That is, a system which recognises that viewers and listeners are 
the best judges of their own interests, which they can best satisfy if they have the option 
of purchasing the broadcasting service they require from as many alternative sources of 
supply as possible. 

 (Peacock Report 1986 paragraph 711) 

 

The extract above typifies a core argument employed to bring Public Service Broadcasting to a 

state of ideological crisis. The argument has populist appeal and points to the fundamental 

paternalism embedded in the assumption that the public service broadcaster is the nation's 

guardian, and that by extension 'the people' do not know what is best for them. The Peacock 

report mirrored a broader hostile climate, demonstrating that the rosy picture of public service 

media looking out for the nation no longer reflects the true state of European state broadcasting 

and television services. Public service broadcasting is in decline (Tracey 1998 amongst others); 

audience share is being lost (Katz 1996, Achille and Miege 1994); public broadcasters have 

failed (Roland and Tracey 1990). It is the orthodox view that since the mid-1980s European 

Broadcasting has been going through a process of liberalisation, the hands of the state slowly 

being withdrawn from broadcasting, and deregulating policies pressed by governments instead. 

Within this altered broadcasting paradigm there is a growing tendency to define broadcasting as 

an economic industry and its products as economic products rather than cultural entities; 

furthermore, there has been a tendency to define audiences as consumers rather than citizens. 

Public service monopolies have been virtually abolished and the core assumptions and 

theoretical commitments supporting public broadcasting can no longer be taken for granted. In 

1983, Europe boasted a total of 36 publicly-funded television channels and, if one excluded 

                                              
139 This dissertation is not concerned with the full complexity of the Thatcherite attack on the BBC, 
only with the aspects potentially relevant to the Internet.   
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Berlusconi’s channel and the newly-founded Murdoch enterprises, very few commercial 

channels. In 1993 the number of public broadcasters had not increased whereas the number of 

commercial channels had reached 68. 

Authors mourning this loss of the jewel of Western broadcasting identify the causes of 

this decline as political ideological, technological and economic (Humphreys 1996, Achille and 

Miege 1994, Aldridge and Hewitt 1994; Blumler 1992; Tracey 1998, Keane 1995). More 

specifically, the causes identified include some powerful ideological shifts that undermined the 

ideological basis upon which the model was founded. To begin with, there was an attack on the 

Powell-type ‘quality’ arguments according to which the state had to support a media ‘with 

higher aspirations' to make quality popular programmes. Such arguments fell victim of an era of 

postmodernism and aesthetic relativism in which the term 'quality' could not be defined or 

defended; in Keane’s words 'the word quality has no objective basis, only a plurality of 

ultimately clashing, contradictory meanings amenable to public manipulation' (Keane 1991:120). 

The charge has also been levelled that public service broadcasting is paternalistic and as 

such patronises the masses and undermines their freedom to choose for themselves. Furthermore, 

there has been an almost clichéd acknowledgement that the world is becoming smaller, 

intrinsically bound, expressed in the catch-term 'globalisation' (Featherstone 1996:46, 

Featherstone 1993); an increasing acceptance that television cannot be understood as a 

territorially attached configuration but is being internationalised (Negrine and 

Papathanasopoulos 1990). Such acknowledgement acts as a catalyst for the future of a territory-

orientated model. Critics argue that notions of territoriality are redundant in an era of 

globalisation, and without a notion of territoriality the public service model collapses. 

  The globalisation argument is voiced hand in hand with new technologies euphoria. The 

rise of new technologies such as satellite and cable TV, which allow cross-border broadcasting, 

has strengthened the idea that national regulation is not sacrosanct and the media can no longer 

be considered a purely national matter in Europe. Keane identifies new technologies as one of 

the three reasons for the decline of the public service model. This is because new information 

technologies are   

exposing the spatial metaphor deeply encoded within the public sector model, according 
to which citizens, acting within a integrated public sphere, properly belong to a 
carefully-defined territory guarded by the sovereign nation-state, itself positioned within 
a world-encompassing system of territorially defined states. 

 (Keane 1995:7) 

 

The above ideological assault was accompanied by the efforts of free market lobbies throughout 

Europe, which were more or less successful in undermining the public service tradition. New 

technologies aided the task of such lobbies since they provided legitimacy for a general 
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ideological-political shift towards free-market economics. The new technological possibilities 

and the era of communication abundance offered by satellite and cable TV was used to colour 

technician free market hegemony; the future is technologically compatible with neo-liberal 

politics. New technologies140 promised a future full of challenges and rapid change; one that 

required private entrepreneurs for the development of its full capacities, not bureaucratic and 

static public broadcasters. Consumers could only fully benefit from the rich possibilities of the 

new satellite era if this was left to entrepreneurs. This was the ideology of the day promoted by 

right-wing politicians, the Thatcherites, the Christian Democrats and the Gaullist neo-liberals as 

well as other Western European governments who, in their attempt to appear modern, eagerly 

promoted the idea of the information revolution. Lobbying from advertisers added to these 

pressures for deregulation (Mattelart and Palmer 1991). So did the need to benefit from 

investment in the media sector; an awareness that the media had become an important economic 

sector. The purely cultural benefit from strict regulation was to be sacrificed as part of an un-

costly locational policy which meant nothing but deregulation to attract commercial investment 

in the sector (Hoffman-Reim 1989). 

From the above, it is clear that Internet regulation appears at a time when the orthodox 

broadcasting paradigm in Europe is under attack; a whole way of thinking about broadcasting 

has been put on the defensive; an entire tradition is under question. In other words it is helpful 

to view the hegemonic approach to Net regulation as a reflection of a wider antipathy for 

government intervention in the media. But one has to keep in mind that this antipathy does not 

make the public service approach inherently obsolete. If one does not subscribe to technological 

determinism there is no reason why public service media arguments cannot be considered in 

designing Internet policy paradigms. The exclusion of public service broadcasting has been 

allowed partly because, as Curran notes,  

There has developed a misleading convention of equating public broadcaster with 
public service broadcasting/Public broadcaster loss of audiences is then cited as 
evidence of systemic crisis.  

(Curran 1998:178) 

 

The plausibility of theoretical attacks on public service broadcasting has to be distinguished 

from the gloomy picture of publicly-owned media in Europe. 

What is important for the argument presented throughout this thesis is to characterise 

the environment within which the Internet developed and thus to assess the pragmatic claim that 

the American paradigm, despite its inherent tensions, has clearly prevailed over the public 

service model in Europe and that deregulated telecommunications is a universal reality within 

                                              
140Herman and McChesney make a similar point about the legitimacy of free-market hegemony in the 



 121

which Internet regulation has to be placed. In other words it is further argued that it is legitimate 

that the Internet, flourishing within this paradigm, should on a regulatory level reflect its central 

tenets since in reality there was no alternative around. In short, if public service broadcasting is 

obsolete then adopting its alternative is relatively understandable. There are two sets of 

arguments which counter such  a claim.  

The first, offered by Dyson, is that policies and regulatory paradigms are never pure. 

Overestimating the decline of public service broadcasting exhibits a failure to comprehend that 

legislation is never that clear-cut and models never that neatly defined. Discussing theoretical 

models of broadcasting as unified monolithic ideologies and portraying the state as a legislator 

actor making clear, conscious choices between models is too simplistic a way of explaining 

public policy in Western Europe (Dyson 1988). Dyson argues that European policy-makers have 

made a number of very heterogeneous decisions which have by no means been the result of a 

conspiracy against public service broadcasting. These are marked by lack of consistency which 

is not necessarily harmful and which, in many cases, has resulted in a more pluralistic 

system(such as Germany's). 

The second set of arguments points to the broadcasting reality in Europe: this reality is 

one in which broadcasting remains a more or less national issue, public service broadcasters still 

providing news programmes and contributing to a healthy democracy. Furthermore, public 

service broadcasters, rather than being crippled by the crisis have used it as a basis for renewal, 

designing even better ways to accomplish their public service missions. Audiences, too, rather 

than being fragmented are still watching the same programmes, cable and satellite TV viewing 

never having really kicked off. In addition to this one can argue that even where production has 

been supra-national consumption is still national (Collins 1994). 

It is thus legitimate to conclude that the decline of public service broadcasting cannot be 

taken for granted. Nevertheless broadcasting in Europe has evolved and as stated in the opening 

paragraph its audio-visual landscape is characterised by a double pull in opposite directions. A 

key actor influencing such evolution is the EU. The EU has increasingly come to be seen as a 

supranational figure orchestrating the European way to the digital future. To some extent it 

provides regulators with an alternative approach to that provided by the information 

superhighway.  

 

The battle of ideas: what Europe? 

The principal elements of European integration have historically been economic and 
commercial, but now the aim is to take it further from a broader base that could involve 
citizens to a greater degree and strengthen the feeling of belonging to the European 

                                                                                                                                  
American media context (Herman and McChesney 1997).  
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Union, while respecting the diversity of national and regional tradition and cultures of 
which it is made up.  

(The Europa Server141 on Culture) 

 

The European Union can be perceived in many different ways, as 'a common economy, a 

common governing culture, or a shared administrative structure' (Middlemas 1995:670). The 

complexities and heterogeneities in defining what the European Union is, its functions, etc. are 

of importance in considering how the union’s broadcasting policy is formulated. An important 

dimension of the Union is the struggle between unity and diversity, between the need to 

harmonise member states governing and financial structures, create a new united Europe and an 

internal market based on the free exchange of good ideas and services142 but at the same time 

retain diversity respecting member states’ different cultural and linguistic heritage (Middlemas 

1995). A minimalist perception of the EU,143 that is of a union of separate states bound 

together for specific purposes (protectionist and promotional), would favour unity to meet 

specific goals but would be sceptical with regard to the creation of a common pan-European 

state and culture. On the other hand, a maximalist view, which envisions a pan-European state, 

culture and citizenship would underline the need for a stronger pan-European audio-visual 

policy. Cultural integration, exchange and harmonisation are very important to the maximalist 

approach.  

The question is how one defines the relationship between political, economic and 

cultural integration, and more specifically what role broadcasting might play in each possible 

relationship. It would be too easy to argue that the cultural dimension can somehow be separated 

from the political dimension, in order to allow the latter to exist independently (Middlemas 

1995:696). Similarly, it would be too simple to claim that the European audio-visual industry, in 

which 1.8 million Europeans are employed, neatly falls into the former category, that is that the 

media are a matter of culture and not politics or economics. At present there is no wide 

consensus on the matter in Europe; the national approaches to these questions being crystallised 

in the conflict about whether an article concerning culture should be included in the Treaty 

establishing the EU at all.144 

                                              
141 The EUROPA server is the European Commission’s official server. It encompasses diverse 
information about EU institutions, figures and goals; as well as existing policy and past legislation for 
downloading. All content is available in the 12 official European languages. 
142 Title III of the Treaty demands the free movement of persons, services and capital. And Title VI 
stipulates competition rules.  
143 Britain under a right-wing government was the key proponent of such a minimalist approach. 
144 The UK and Denmark contested the introduction of such an article (Collins 1994:24). As we shall 
see later on in this chapter, despite such objections and also Germany’s objection regarding the 
limitation of expenditure, Article 128 on culture was introduced and signed in Maastricht.  
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The strict minimalist approach which followed the Maastricht Treaty seems to be 

slowly but steadily being abandoned. As the quote which heads this section hints, integration is 

increasingly coming to include culture in Europe. The Treaty on European union which came 

into force in 1993 contains passages on cultural policy that 'remedy the absence of any 

framework for Community action in the founding Treaty of Rome'145 (see paragraph after 

Maastricht below). 

Negotiating between these two conflicting visions, audio-visual policy has aimed to 

create an internal market for the promotion of audio-visual content, innovation and exchange, so 

that a genuine audio-visual area can emerge in Europe. At the same time the aim has been to 

strengthen the European industry’s position as a global player146 (Oreja 1997, 1997a). 

In the light of the above tension Collins has sought to explain the initial seven years of 

European audio-visual policy147 as a battle between those in favour of deregulating the media in 

Europe, the ‘liberals’ with faith in market forces, and those in favour of safeguarding the existing 

public service regulated environment, the ‘dirigistes’. The former are composed the DGIII 

(responsible for Industry) and DGIV (responsible for competition policy) and the latter 

composed of the DGX (responsible for Culture) and DGXIII (responsible for the Internal 

Market). Other pre-regulatory forces identified include the EBU (European Broadcasting 

Union), which in 1990 refused entry to commercial channels148 (Collins 1994). Concern with 

the promotion of cultural integration in Europe was particularly expressed by the Members of 

the European Parliament, while on the contrary the European Commission acted as a pro-

deregulating force (Humphreys 1996). The conflict also operates in a Northern versus Southern 

EU countries metaphor, with Britain at the forefront of the ‘liberals’. 

The EU established itself as an active player on the audio-visual scene with The 

Television Without Frontiers Directive adopted by the Commission in 1989. The conflict 

                                              
145 The new treaty introduced culture as an objective in different ways: Title IX adds that the EU 
should bring 'a common cultural heritage to the fore.' A legal basis for intervention in the name of 
culture is also provided by article 3(p) and article 92 (3)d which provide that 'aid to promote culture and 
heritage conservation' should be given. Also note article 128 (Article 151 in the new treaty) which 
states 'that the community shall contribute to the flowering of cultures of the Member States while 
respecting their national and regional diversity at the same time as bringing the common cultural 
heritage to the fore' (paragraph 1). Finally, in paragraph 4 it is stated that 'The Community shall take 
cultural aspects into account in its action under other provisions of the Treaty, particularly in order to 
respect and to promote the diversity of its cultures.'  
146 The industry suffers from a deficit of $6 billion, which is 250,000 jobs (Oreja 1997). Europe's 
position in relation to America is worsening, with the audio-visual deficit in the US reaching $5658 
million in 1996 in comparison to $1978 million in 1986 (Tongue 1997:12). 
147 There is consensus that a pan-European policy for broadcasting emerged at the end of the 1980s 
(Collins 1994, Humphreys 1996). 
148 Following the reorganisation of the Commission administration in September 1999, this analysis 
can only provide insight to current developments, since it assumes a very different Commission 
structure. 
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between those in favour of market forces and those in favour of institutional intervention in the 

market was clearly articulated in the Directive, whose aim was essentially to abolish regulatory 

or structural and state constraints prohibiting the free flow of information and services in Europe, 

to create a single market for broadcasting (CEC 1989:2); and finally to harmonise the existing 

state-monopolised, fragmented environment (CEC 1989:2-4). The Directive outlined community 

rules for advertising149 (CEC 1989:article 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 19), and prohibited the 

sponsoring of news or current affairs programmes ( CEC 1989: article 17). The issue of quotas 

negotiated by the Directive provides a useful insight into the dynamics in operation.150 The 

initial EU proposition was that a 30per cent quota for products of European origin be set for all 

European broadcasters, a figure which would increase to 60 per cent at a later stage. But 

international and American firms expressed strong objections toward such protectionism, 

claiming that it broke international agreements such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade. The Northern European countries (Britain, Denmark, Germany and Holland) were against 

such regulation while France, Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal were not. The result of the 

conflict clearly favoured the free-marketers. In the prospect of the Directive's not being adopted 

at all the quota requirements were replaced by a rather vague demand:  

Member States shall ensure where practicable and by appropriate means, that 
broadcasters reserve for European works, within the meaning of Article 6, a majority 
proportion of their transmission time, excluding the time appointed to news, sports 
events, games, advertising and teletext services.  

(CEC 1989: Article 4) 

This settlement of the demands for quotas as well as loose rules concerning advertising are 

indicative that the Directive was a victory for the 'liberals' in Europe. A review of the arguments 

presented by 'liberals' and 'dirigistes' with regard to media regulation is important in 

understanding the dynamics in question. 

The 'dirigistes' initially supported their argument for intervention in the audiovisual 

sector on the grounds of market failure and lately on the grounds of reduction of diversity151 

(Collins 1994). According to this set of arguments, economies of scope and scale, the lack of 

incentives for innovation and the absence of guarantee that niche markets for minority tastes will 

be created, threaten the healthy performance of media markets and thus haunt Europe's very rich 

cultural and civic life. 

                                              
149 Article 13 prohibits advertising of tobacco. Article 18 states that the amount of advertising should 
not exceed 15 per cent of the total programme. 
150 The French and Delors were in favour of quotas and Santer less sympathetic towards, indeed quite 
critical of them (Panis 1995). 
151 A thorough outline of the neo-Keynesian case against the liberalisation of the audio-visual sector is 
presented by Graham and Davies (1997). 
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On the other hand the ‘liberal’ support for the deregulation of European broadcasting is 

to an extent a result of the understanding that if, Europe does not compete with foreign investors, 

foreign capital could potentially take over the European industry, undermining European 

economies and, progressively, the autonomy of European nation states. This fear is made clear in 

many speeches (Bangemann 1997, Papas 1998). As Francois Mitterand said shortly before the 

voting in of Television without Frontiers: 

Today American Programmes together with Japanese technologies to a large extent 
dominate the European market ... if we don’t strike back now the cement shield of 
Europe will be broken.  

(Independent 1989) 

Interpreting therefore the deregulation of the European audio-visual sector solely as 

unconditional support for neo-liberal politics can be misleading. Competition policy in the EU 

also serves a different cause: it is defensive. In the words of Commissioner Van Miert:152  

 

Competition is not an end or goal in itself. It is simply the most effective strategy we 
have for achieving out real goals concerning economic growth and efficient public 
service. The real question is how and where we can best use the tool of competition 
policy to further public service and economic objectives. 

 (Van Miert 1995)  

 

After Maastricht: changes in the audio-visual landscape 

Democracies rely on equal access to balanced information for everyone. This basic civil 
and cultural right must also define the digital age.  

(The Tongue Report 1996:5) 

 

As mentioned above, the Maastricht Treaty as well as the Amsterdam Treaty represent a step 

towards a maximalist Europe. One should also note that there have been significant changes in 

the political landscape of Europe in the late 1990s, the most significant of which is the change 

of government in Britain, which has meant that Britain’s Euroscepticism has been replaced with 

more Europhile attitude (see quote by Senate and Blair below). Britain, traditionally an advocate 

of deregulation, has to some extent, shifted position. Such political shifts and other socio-

political shifts have resulted in the reshuffling of the forces involved in the audio-visual 

landscape in the second part of this decade. The most important of the shifts in question concern 

changes in the European treaties and certain Directives.  

                                              
152 Keil van Miert was Commissioner for Transport between 1989 and 1992 and Commissioner 
responsible for competition between 1992 and 1999. These words, thus, have double significance 
because they explain the logic of a key actor for the ‘liberals.’ But even Commissioner Bangemann, 
another key advocate, has said 'wealth will only come from our ability to compete.'  
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Firstly the ‘liberals’ have succeed in upgrading the new Television Without Frontiers 

Directive towards a broader liberalisation of broadcasting.153 The new directive is essentially an 

update of the old directive , taking into account the changes in the audio-visual landscape (Oreja 

1997:3).  

A simultaneous shift in the opposite direction can also be noted in that there has been a 

realisation that there is a need to re-regulate the audiovisual industry. As a result Pluralism and 

Media Concentration in the Internal Market  was published to deal with emerging patterns of 

concentration (CEC 1992). It articulates an understanding by the ‘liberals’ that competition 

needs to be strictly regulated; deregulation has thus led to re-regulation (Humphreys 1996). 

Furthermore the 'dirigistes' won significant battles in the late 1990s. This occurred 

primarily in 1996 when after extensive lobbying a commitment to public service broadcasting 

was introduced in the EU Treaty. The Protocol in which this commitment was made was 

annexed to the  Amsterdam Treaty in early September. The protocol 'enshrines the principle of 

PSB in the treaties establishing the European Union (EP 1997:2), restores the legitimacy of 

Public Service Broadcasting in Europe, and underlines its significance for the proper functioning 

of European democracies. It makes it difficult for member-states to liberalise further.154 It also 

safeguards Public Broadcasters from anti-competition laws operating in the Internal market.155 

This was achieved in conjunction with the adoption of the Tongue Report by the European 

Parliament.156 The report signifies another win for the ‘dirigistes’, consolidating their position 

with regard to Public Service and digital technologies. It argues against the marginalisation of 

public service broadcasting, stressing that European citizenship and public service broadcasting 

are intertwined. It underlines the need for member states to acknowledge this close relationship 

and take their PBS into the digital age. It is the first document in which PSB and the Information 

                                              
153 Director-General Papas articulates the liberal standpoint perfectly when he maintains that 
Television Without Frontiers 'demonstrates the virtues of competition within an adequate regulatory 
framework' (Papas 1997:2). 
154 According to the protocol, member states, '…considering that the system of public service 
broadcasting in the Member States is directly related to the democratic, social and cultural needs of 
each society and the need to preserve media pluralism', agree that 'the provision of the Treaty 
establishing the European Community shall be without prejudice to the competence of Member States 
to provide for the funding of public service broadcasting insofar as such funding is granted to 
broadcasting organisations for the fulfilment of the public service remit as conferred, defined, and 
organised by each Member State, and insofar as such funding does not affect trading conditions and 
competition in the Community to an extent which would be contrary to the common interest, while the 
realisation of the remit of that public service shall be taken into account.' (EU Treaty 1997) 
155 Complaints about the unfairness of the competition between public and commercial broadcasters 
have been made to the Commission by commercial broadcasters. These were against France 2 and 
France 3, against RTP in Portugal and TVE and the regional channel in Spain. It was argued that PSBs 
were not competing fairly as they enjoyed revenue from advertising and the license fee (The Tongue 
Report 1997:9). 
156 The Tongue Report was adopted by the European Parliament vis a vis the Resolution on the role of 
public service television in a multi-media society, adopted on 16 September 1996. 
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Society are discussed together; Public Service Broadcasters are seen as the 'key providers of 

quality content on the information superhighway, enhancing our cultural heritage and 

strengthening our audiovisual industry' (Tongue Report 1996:11). The Resolution on Public 

Service Broadcasting adopted by the European Parliament actually calls on member States to 

assist diversity by enabling public service broadcasters early and fair entry to the digital field 

through the development of multiplex systems which will have public service as an integral part 

of their operation (EP 1996 par.43). The resolution is a first sign that the EU is not willing to 

leave PSB out of the Information Society and the digital future. It also articulates a wider sense 

in which being European can include being French, etc. In short although it recognises that 

public service broadcasters are bound to the nation-state it makes it clear that as a supra national 

body the EU can take under its wing the different nation-states and their public service 

broadcasters.  

The Tongue Report also articulates a wider shift of focus in the ideological basis for 

intervention. There is a shift from culture to democracy, from concern with cultural sovereignty 

to a concern with healthy civic life. The key argument presented by the ‘dirigistes’ is that the 

decline of public service media and the penetration of the audio-visual field by foreign 

investment threatens not only Europe's linguistic and cultural diversity but its democratic 

systems of government. What is at stake is the principle of self-rule itself. 

Finally, one has to add a further minor ideological change. Although the rise of new 

technologies has traditionally been considered a reason for the further liberalisation of the audio-

visual industry, the emergence of multi-media has produced a powerful counter argument. The 

diversity which has made the European audiovisual landscape so special and worthy but at the 

same time reduced its financial strength by fragmenting the internal market, can now ally itself 

with technology. This is because multimedia content can potentially tackle fragmentation and 

foster harmonisation of the Internal Market. It can provide the basis for unity through diversity. 

According to this argument presented by the fourth Panel in the Birmingham Audiovisual 

Conference if Europe invests in R & D then what has been culture’s enemy can now become its 

ally157. 

 

The EU initiative on the Net 

How, then, is the above landscape of tension and this newly-established dual audiovisual 

tradition being transformed in the debate regarding Internet policy? In answering this question it 

is important to understand that Internet policy in Europe is currently consolidating and the 

function that the Internet should perform is to some extent being negotiated.  

                                              
157 The material presented at the conference is available at www.ispo.cec.be/policies/birmnigham 
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The perception of the Internet as a medium which blurs the distinction between 

industries, and potentially as one that could be used for more than communication, significantly 

changes the balance between the 'dirigistes' and 'liberals'. Whereas in the past audio-visual 

matters were not central in EU controversies, with the Internet, and as we shall see, later via the 

Information Society,158 the audio-visual sector begins to loom large in budgetary decisions as it 

has become central for the 5th European Framework. This is a pivotal change since it postulates 

the audio-visual sector at the heart of EU conflicts. Such centrality changes the forces involved 

in the audio-visual landscape, as well as the intensity of debate and conflict. There are arguments 

which suggest that the Internet should not be discussed solely as part of the audio-visual sphere 

but as part of industrial and economic policy.159 Thus regulation concerning content or privacy 

has to be treated as being potentially as important as budgetary decisions with regard to long 

term financial viability. In order to comprehend the new balance of power this suggested 

convergence of industrial policy and audiovisual regulation will create, a number of factors will 

be examined: 

Firstly the audiovisual landscape described above, which establishes the continuing 

importance of public service broadcasting in Europe despite premature declarations of its 

redundancy; secondly America's hegemonic role in the development of the Internet and the US 

economic and developmental advantage in the Internet economy (Chapter 3); thirdly 

telecommunications liberalisation in Europe, as well as the introduction of electronic commerce; 

fourthly the Information Society; and finally existing legislation.  

 

 Europe’s anxiety: an American Net 

The EU should take urgent and effective action and make the appropriate budgetary 
commitment aimed at ensuring that Europe reduces the extent to which it is lagging 
behind the USA in the developments and application of the Internet.  

(IRAG 1997:8) 

 

The EU approach to the Internet, like the rest of its audio-visual policy, is developing in the 

knowledge that the US is at the forefront of the Internet revolution and that the Internet in 

                                              
158 It has been made clear that audio-visual policy is an important part of the Information Society 
(Oreja 1997a). 
159 The Western European market for information technology and telecommunications sector market 
value was estimated at 415 billion ECU in 1999 (ISPO 98:23). 
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Europe is in its infantile phase. An underlying anxiety concerning Europe’s lag in cyberspace 

pervades relevant EU official documents and policy.160 

The Information Society approach outlined below is designed to counter  the US 

approach and is contrasted to the Information Superhighway, which it considers 'a more limited, 

technology-based appreciation of what is happening' (ISPO 1998:1). What for the global 

superhighway is an opportunity, for the Information Society is a challenge (CEC 1996b:par 7, 

ISPO 1998:3, ESC 1998:2, CEC 1996d). 

Such underlying anxiety sometimes becomes explicit, as for example in the issue of 

domain names and Internet governance. The Commission sought to oppose the American’s 

government’s Green Paper on domain name administration. The EC made it clear that the 

document did not reflect a general consensus that the development of the Internet should be a 

matter of international coordination and not dominated by anyone country.161 In its Internet 

Governance reply of the European Community and its members States to the US Green Paper 

the EC argues that the Green Paper162 not only fails to recognise the need for an international 

approach but that  

Contrary to such an international approach, the current US proposals would, in the 
name of globalisation and privatisation of the Internet, risk consolidating permanent US 
jurisdiction over the Internets as a whole, including dispute resolution and trademarks 
used on the Internet. 

(CEC 1998a:1)  

In addition, the Commission has also repeatedly attempted to orchestrate international 

cooperation for the development of the Internet and to this aim published Communication: The 

Need for Strengthened International Coordination (CEC 1998a).  

 

 

 

                                              
160 For example the Interim Report of the Group of Experts states that there is a two to three year lag 
in European exploitation of the Net (IRAG 1997:9); also IRAG 1997:5.The Standardisation Green 
Paper recognises that US companies and products have a competitive advantage in many Internet 
industries (CEC 1996h). See also HLSG 1997:10. 
161 This need for International coordination has been recognised at many international conferences 
such as the G-7 Ministerial Conference in Brussels (G7 1995:2). The paper also supposedly does not 
honour the joint statement between the US and the EU with regard to electronic Commerce Point 4v 
where it was agreed that 'the creation of a global market-based system of registration, allocation and 
governance of Internet domain names which fully reflects the geographically and functionally diverse 
nature of the Internet’ is needed (CEC 1998a:4) 
162 This refers to the document 'A Proposal to Improve Technical Management of Internet Names and 
Addresses' published in the US. The Federal Register is available on-line at 
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/ntiahome/domainname/dnsdrft.html access 03-1998. 
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Telecommunication liberalisation and the DG10  

As far as the Internet is concerned, telecommunications can largely be taken to be a de-

regulating force. Telecommunications in all EU countries were to have been liberalised by 

1998.163 DG XII and Commissioner Bangemann, responsible for Industry and 

Telecommunications, were at the forefront of this move towards full liberalisation which 

commenced in 1987. Allying with the British government in the early 1990s, the Commissioner 

and his supporters consistently advocated and supported the liberalisation of telecommunications 

(Johnstone 1996:50). The liberalisation must be viewed as the consequence of a wider move 

toward the liberalisation and privatisation of state-owned utility companies initiated by New 

Right politics and the prevalence of monetary economics in Western Europe in the 1980s.  

An important argument supporting the rationale behind liberalisation, was that state-

owned telecommunications carriers set prices artificially high. This in turn stifled use. If 

telecommunications were to be the infrastructure of the 21st century these had to be transformed 

into a competitive market with low prices. 

Despite liberalisation, telecommunications Operators have to live up to a strict 

Universal Service Policy, a common minimum set of services and infrastructure.164 This 

political priority was made official in the Council Resolution of (93/c213/01).165 Such universal 

service obligation safeguards the community’s concern with society and the citizens of Europe, 

as well as notions if the public interest and marks most Directives on information society issues, 

even those boldly advocating full liberalisation. For example the Commission Communication 

on Assessment Criteria for National Schemes for the costing and financing of Universal Service 

in Telecommunications underlines that all Member State legislation should ensure a universal 

service that is  

a defined minimum set of services which is available to all users, independent of their 
geographical location and in the light of specific national conditions of affordable price 
far from absent.  

(CEC 1996a) 

                                              
163 This is drafted in a number of Directives, the most important of which are the Commission 
Directive of 28 June 1990 on Competition in the Market for Telecommunications Service (90/388/ECC) 
as well as the Commission Directive 96/19/EC With Regard to the Implementation of Full Competition 
in Telecommunications Markets amending the first directive, particularly paragraph 6 which demands 
the 'abolition of exclusive and special rights as regards the provision of voice telephony.' Guidelines as 
to how this liberalisation should occur and how competition should be facilitated were given in the 
Guideline on The Application of EC competition Rules in the Telecommunications Sector 91/C 223/02. 
164 The importance of these is re-instated in the Electronic Communication Review document drafted 
after the telecommunications liberalisation (CEC 1999:8 para.4). 
165 It must be noted that it is stressed that although universal service now refers to voice telephony 
alone, it is supposed to evolve as technology changes (and should it thus include the Internet?). 
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The decision to liberalise telecommunications has important implications for Europe’s approach 

to the Internet. On a basic level telecommunications constitute the Internet backbone, which 

means that the platform through which Internet communication will develop in Western Europe 

is no longer publicly owned. The assumption that telecommunications are central for Internet 

development is often employed to support quests for the further liberalisation of other related 

sectors (see paragraph on convergence). The Internet and telecommunications are considered 

parallel markets and the wider liberalisation of the entire family of markets is presented as the 

logical extension of telecommunications liberalisation. To give an example of such association, 

high charges for fixed-line use were sited as a major obstacle to the wider spread of Internet use 

in Europe (Lewis 1995, OECD 1997). As hoped, the telecommunication liberalisation brought 

down prices and stimulated Internet growth (CEC 1997d:12).  

Essential to the quest for the further deregulation of information-related industries is the 

issue of electronic commerce. The European Initiative in Electronic Commerce, launched in 

recognition of the fact that e-electronic commerce could be a great opportunity for Europe’s 

economy, portrays the liberalisation of telecommunications as a positive step for the 

development of e-commerce and shows faith in the market. Compared to its American 

counterpart it is far more cautious, in that it underlines that security and copyright and 

infrastructure development are needed for e-commerce to take off in Europe. As a policy it is 

important in that it advocates the liberalisation of the Net and establishes the e-commerce is an 

important dimension of the Information Society (CECe 1997).  

In addition to advocating the liberalisation of telecommunications the Bangemann 

approach establishes telecommunications not merely as the platform of delivery/infrastructure 

for mixed services including the Internet, but essentially as the industrial infrastructure for the 

21st century,166 an infrastructure whose market value was 181 billion ECU in 1997 (EITO 

1998:1). Thus telecommunications are perceived as part of the Union's industrial policy. This is 

an important ideological shift, since industrial policy is an area in which competition and a 

dynamic internal market are considered a policy priority. 

 

 

 

                                              
166 This is more or less implicit in the Global Information Society Initiative (CEC 1996i). It was made 
explicit in Dr. Weissenberg's (Head of the Bangemann Cabinet) address at the International 
Telecommunications Conference in March when he said 'telecommunications policy is an essential part 
of our modern industrial policy approach' (Weissenberg 1998).  
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The Information Society167 and the Bangemann Vision  

The 'Information Society' is a concept extremely difficult to define168 and definitions do vary 

according to whether one considers the Bangemann approach paramount to the vision and 

according to what period of the concept development ones considers important.169 

 In general, the term Information Society refers to a knowledge based society, global and 

networked (CEC 1996d); the term 'reflects European concerns with the broader social and 

organisation changes which will flow from the information and communications revolution' 

(ISPO 1998:1). It offers a vision of a democratic, culturally-enriched Western Europe, with 

full employment and flourishing innovative multimedia industry. It is an inclusive society 

(ISPO 1998:1, CEC 1996 par.7, CEC 1999:8 par.3) which, by making multimedia content 

available to every European citizen, will facilitate harmonisation. Information society 

technologies are perceived as key to reducing regional disparities and the 'death of distance' in 

the EU (CEC 1999:13 par.1). Furthermore 'European added value', that is, Europe’s rich 

cultural heritage and diversity, is an indispensable part of the vision. Although technology is 

important to the Information Society it is underlined that technology alone cannot meet the 

challenge. There needs to be a clearly-defined structure and co-ordinated set of principles that 

will guide Europe into the future.  

The concept of the Information Society is also key to EU economic policy as it is 

central to the 5th framework170 (CEC 1996:d). In the words of president Mr Prodi  

                                              
167 The material presented in this paragraph is based on the material available on the Information 
Society Project server in the last two years (http://www.ispo.be.cec),as well as on dialogues and 
exchanges in mailing lists run by the Information Society Projects Office: the ISPO and E-democracy 
from 1996 till the present. Some e-mail threads are not referred to because the sheer amount of on-line 
exchanges is too large. This particularly applies to the subject of defining the Information Society since 
over the last two years the topic has been in the forefront of the discussion group exchanges and more 
than 50 e-mails have been written on the matter.  
168 For debates on the definition see archives of the Information Society mailing lists particularly 
October 1997. The Information Society approach has been developing since 1994. The principle of an 
Information Society Council was established by the Corfu Summit on 25 June 1996. The Action Plan 
adopted on 19 July 1994, entitled Europe’s Way to the Information Society (CEC 1994b), was the result 
of an invitation from the Corfu Council to the Commission to set up a plan outlining the measure's 
requirements. It operates on four principles: a) improving the business environment, b) investing in the 
future, c) people at the centre and d) meeting the global challenge. Initiatives such as the Green Paper 
on Living and Working in the Information Society were launched to meet these principles. This was 
followed by Europe at the Forefront of the Global Information Society; Rolling Action Plan (1996I). 
The Information Society Forum was also established. Furthermore the Information Society Project 
Office was launched as a part of the European Commission, aiming to promote awareness, broker ideas 
and win public acceptance of the Information Society in Europe. (ISPO 1998:1). Amongst other things, 
the project supports a server with a multitude of information about the Information Society vision, 
discussion forums, conferences, press releases, mailing lists (ISPO and E-democracy), and on-line 
debates. Legislation can be downloaded and community officials can be automatically reached. The 
server is linked with the rest of the servers of official organisations in EU countries. For more details 
see http://www.ispo.ce.be. 
169 I am referring here to an issue taken up at the end of this chapter, namely the reorganisation of the 
commission and the designation of an Information Society DG. 
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These changes, the most significant since the Industrial Revolution, are far-reaching and 
global. They are not just about technology. They will affect everyone, everywhere. Managing 
this transformation represents one of the central economic and social challenges facing Europe 
today.  

(IP 1999:1)  
 

So called Information Society industries contribute around 15 per cent to the EU’s Gross 

Domestic Product; they are considered the driving force for economic growth and job creation 

since already the Information Society creates 1 out of 4 new jobs in the European economy 

(CEC 1999:1). 

Advocates of telecommunication liberalisation have defined information as the means 

of production for the next century (Weissenberg 1998:2). In fact, linking telecommunications 

with information has been an important way in which Bangemann perception of the Information 

Society has been introduced and promoted. The Bangemann approach171 to the Information 

Society was made clear in the Bangemann Report (CEC 1994) and has been to extent an 

adopted by the EU This approach sees the Information Society as a technologically-evoked 

opportunity and challenge, both a promise and a threat (CEC 1994 :4), which has the potential 

to: Improve the quality of life of Europe’s citizens, the efficiency of our social and economic 

organisation and to reinforce cohesion. The Information Society is visualised by the report as a 

society with full employment, equality, social cohesion and the flourishing of innovation. The 

vision itself can be described socially informed and egalitarian though the road leading to this 

utopia, is neo-liberal. According to the Bangemann Report, the road to the Information Society 

has to be built by the market (CEC 1994:8). The report underlines the fact that information can 

energise every economic sector only if it is disburdened of the unnecessary regulations and 

restrictions of a bygone era. Defining the Information Society as global, the document stresses 

the need for Europe to become competitive by deregulating all sectors involved, reducing 

tariffs, seeking cooperation with other nations and substituting existing regulation with 

competition policy (CEC 1994:15). Hand in hand with these recommendations goes the need for 

a pan-European standard in interconnections, the establishment of intellectual copyright and the 

safeguard of privacy (CEC 1997a, EP 1997a). 

Although the Information Society was initially conceived, advocated, and promoted by 

the ‘liberals’, there are a key issues, a significant number of initiatives, regulatory proposals and 

budgetary policies that do not neatly fit in the Bangemann vision. These together with the 

resignation of commissioners and the reorganisation of the Commission to include a information 

                                                                                                                                  
170 The first report on the Fifth Framework is available at the ispo server (www.ispo.cec.be). The 
Information Society is a central objective for the Framework. The Framework is designed to achieve a 
transition from an industrial society to an information society. 
171 For an elaboration on the opinions of the Commissioner , see Bangemann 1997 and Papas 1997.  
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society DG suggest that the issues involved are complicated and that therefore Europe’s already 

established dual tradition is consolidating in the digital age. 

 

Information Society as an all-inclusive society 

Unlike the Bangemann Report, a number of EU initiatives and policies cannot be strictly be 

described as ‘liberal’, since they advocate structural intervention in the audio-visual sector and 

provision of public funds in support of this intervention. They reflect concern with social issues 

and put European citizens at the centre of the Information Society vision. They are socially 

informed and to some extent counterbalance the libertarian principles of the Bangemann Report. 

Such counterbalancing must be seen in the light of an awareness that the Information society 

cannot emerge overnight and that if the E.U is committed to the Information Society becoming a 

reality it has to invest financially and promote its development. The initiatives in question are: 

On a budgetary level, the commitment to bring about equality in the Information 

Society has been honoured by the Multi-annual programme to stimulate the development of 

the multimedia content industry and to encourage the use of multimedia content in the 

emerging information society, known as Info 2000 (EU 1996).172 To support the programme 

the community contributed 100 million ECU from 1996-1999. The initiative was designed to 

stimulate the development and use of European Multimedia information content; a content 

designed for the European citizen and reflecting Europe's rich cultural heritage, creating an 

industry that can compete in the global market and promote European culture. Another 

programme is Promise a programme aimed at providing awareness, supporting Best Practices 

and providing international visibility of the European Union for the Information Society. The 

estimated cost for the implementation of this programme is ECU 25 million. It aims to 

motivate citizens and businesses to make good use of the new information technologies 

available to them, to optimise the socio-economic benefits of the Information Society in 

Europe, and, finally, to enhance Europe’s role and visibility within the global dimension of 

the Information Society.  

There are also a number of structural interventions for funding the information society 

industries aiming at the transformation of the telecommunications and audiovisual sectors. 

According to the 1st report on the Consideration of Cultural Aspects in the European 

Community Action 12,700 million ECU have been invested to develop the European content 

industry within the Fourth Framework Programme (1994-1998) for Research and 

Development and Advanced Technologies, a sector of vital importance for European culture 

                                              
172 Info 2000 was adopted by the Council in its decision 96/339/EC of 20 May 1996 and by the 
Commission on 30 June 1995 COM (95) 1491. More information on Info 2000 is available on-line at 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/sg/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/124147.html. 
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since it will allow museums and cultural institutions to go on-line. This budget was allocated 

in a series of programmes for Communication Technologies and Culture, Telematics 

Application and Culture, and Information Technologies.  

A further sign of the EU's intention to promote and protect European culture and 

diversity on-line is its Multilingual Information Society Programme with a budget of 15 million 

ECU (CEC 1996, EU 1996). Its aim is to encourage the preservation, use and exchange of all 

European languages in new technologies and promote linguistic diversity so that all European 

citizens have equal rights of participation in the information society, irrespective of their social, 

cultural, linguistic or geographical situation. This will be achieved, amongst other means, by 

reducing the cost of transferring information among languages, fostering the synergy of public 

and private sectors for Europe-wide cooperation in assuring the availability and compatibility of 

databases, networking and user access rights, and the establishment of terminological 

databanks, lexical data banks and speech corpora. In the Fifth Framework, structural 

interventions173 become central. Its aim is to transform Europe from an industrial society to an 

information society. The Information Society Technologies Programme (IST) is a major theme 

of research and technological development within the European Union's Fifth Framework 

Programme, (1998-2002) with an indicative budget of 3.6. billion Euro (managed by the 

Information Society DG). IST is conceived and implemented as a single and integrated program 

that reflects the convergence of information processing, communications and media 

technologies. 

 A related important initiative announced in December 1999 is eEurope – An 

Information Society for All, which proposes ambitious targets to bring the benefits of the 

Information Society within reach of all Europeans. Bringing every citizen, home and school, 

every business and administration online and into the digital age, the initiative aims at 

modernising Europe and is committed to creating a digitally literate Europe, supported by an 

entrepreneurial culture ready to finance and develop new ideas. Furthermore it will ensure that 

the whole process is socially inclusive, builds consumer trust and strengthens social cohesion 

(EU 1999:1). 

 In addition to structural interventions a number of policy documents voice social 

concerns: The first of these is the Green Paper Living and Working in the Information Society: 

People First which provides guiding principles for the Information Society. These on the whole 

underline that the citizens of Europe are the central engine of the Information Society, a society 

                                              
173 The Fifth Framework reflects the general agreement in EU countries that content-orientated 
programmes and structural intervention are an indispensable part of the I.S. All member states currently 
have launched I.S. initiatives. Thirty per cent of the total of these initiatives are local, national or 
regional projects. Seventy per cent of the project’s total expenditure is provided by national, regional or 
local funds. This leaves the private sector with only 14 per cent of contribution and financial 
involvement in the funding and support of the programmes. (ESIS 1998:1). 
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aiming to enhance democracy, create a critical mass, improve the quality of life and social 

cohesion, and remove discrepancies in access to information due to geographical location. To 

achieve this, money for the training of European citizens has to be invested (CEC 1996). There 

is also Information Society and Cohesion, a document concerned with social exclusion that aims 

at reducing existing disparities and improving social cohesion. This will be achieved by supply-

side as well as demand-side intervention. 

 

 Existing content regulation 

Although the EU has supported deregulation with regard to Internet infrastructure, to a certain 

extent the contrary has occurred with content. Unlike the US, the EU has taken some steps both 

to promote the European on-line content industry as well as to regulate on-line content. The 

realisation of the negative results from liberalisation, and the US industry advantage constitute 

definite pro-regulatory forces which have contributed towards an understanding that on-line 

content has to be monitored structured and regulated. As the EU Communication The 

Implications of the Information Society for European Union Policies: Preparing the Next Steps 

stresses: 

Content is an essential component of the information society, both as a major and 
growing source of business revenue and as a vehicle of ideas and values contributing to 
the preservation and promotion of Europe’s cultural and linguistic diversity. Therefore, 
while the integration of the European content industry into the global economy must 
gain momentum, maintaining European cultural diversity is a central issue.  

(CEC 1996c:2.3.d)  

The stance adopted is that, like off-line content, on-line content is not merely a question of 

individual liberty or taste. Embracing the French174 and German175 governments' attitude the 

EU has established that existing regulations and laws apply to the on-line world. This was 

achieved directly by Communication on Illegal and Harmful Content on the Internet and 

indirectly with its Green paper on the Protection of Minors and Human Dignity in the Audio-

visual and Information Services.176 The aim of the former is to stress that the Internet does not 

                                              
174 The French government's intentions were made clear in the law of 26 July 1996 which requires all 
Internet providers to give customers parental control options.  
175 The German government has clearly been a pro-regulatory factor in significantly changing the 
balance between dirigistes/free marketers in the battle for the Internet. The German government's 
intention adds to the above pro-regulatory pressures and underlines not only the need for the promotion 
of European pluralism and culture but also the need for content regulation on-line. Despite its liberal 
tendencies in previous broadcasting battles, as we have seen in the paragraph on the Law and the 
Internet, the German government is determined to regulate and legislate Internet content whatever the 
popularity cost. This is made clear in its Telecommunications Act 1996.  
176 The basic tenets of the Communication on Illegal and Harmful Content were adopted by the 
European Parliament in the Resolution on the Commission Communication on Illegal and Harmful 
Content on the Internet (E.P. 1997). 
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exist in a social or legislative vacuum and is subject all existing laws, and furthermore to 

identify Internet service providers as responsible for on-line content in their domain and 

underline the need for their corporation in the implementation of current member-state laws. 

Both documents express a crystal-clear concern with the public interest, and make clear 

value judgements as to what content should be censored, as to what is ethical and what content 

furthers the public interest. The EU directive for the Protection of Minors, unlike the CDA, uses 

assertive language containing explicit reference as to what is to be banned, in order to underline 

the EU’s intention to combat illegal on-line behaviour. So, for example, direct reference is made 

to child pornography in the forms of photos, photo-simulations and animated material, violent 

pornography, including material involving non-consenting adults and zoophilia (CEC 1996d 

Ch.2 par2.2). The stance of the EU is clear: what is illegal off-line is illegal on-line. This 

language establishes the EU's intention to maintain its authority in the on-line world and its 

commitment to a regulated market.  

The Commission has also launched a number of initiatives aiming to promote self-

regulation and the development of on-line rating (CEC 1997c). These stress the responsibility 

of the ISP in determining how the Internet is used. In late 1999 a decision was made by the 

European Parliament to adopt a Multi-annual Community Action Plan promoting safer use of 

the Internet by combating illegal and harmful content on global networks. 177 The Action 

Plan has the objective of promoting safer use of the Internet and of encouraging, at European 

level, an environment favourable to the development of the Internet industry. Under this 

action line, it is foreseen to develop guidelines for codes of conduct at the European level, to 

build consensus for their application, and to support their implementation. One of its aims is 

the establishment of Codes of Conduct, a system of visible 'quality-Site Labels' for Internet 

Service Providers, and to assist users in identifying providers that adhere to Codes of 

Conduct.  

 

Convergence and the consolidation of the dual tradition 

The audiovisual area in Europe ranges from its rich and diverse cultural heritage and the 
creativity of its people to its film industries, its public service broadcasters and its 
liberalised telecom market. 

 (Tony Blair and the President of the European Commission Santer: joint statement at 
Audiovisual Conference in Birmingham) 

 

                                              
177 Decision No. 276/1999/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 January 1999 
adopting a Multi-Annual Community Action Plan promoting safer use of the Internet by combating 
illegal and harmful content on global networks.  
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As underlined with reference to other supra-national players in the field, convergence is an issue 

of concern for regulators world-wide and EU policy-makers are no exception. In understanding 

the EU approach to the Internet the issue of convergence is paramount because it is the issue in 

which the tension between pro-liberalising and pro-regulation forces crystallises. The symbiosis 

of these forces constitutes the basis of the Pan European audiovisual landscape. It is with regard 

to the issue of convergence that the quest to co-ordinate the needs of the different elements of the 

European audiovisual scene that the dual tradition that has been described consolidates. 

The EU's audiovisual policy, like all other related policies, is designed upon a 

technological distinction between infrastructure and content, between distribution/channel of 

delivery and production. The challenge for European regulators is that telecommunication and 

audio-visual technologies are converging. What is to become of the distinct paradigms regulating 

these? The gap between the existing liberalised telecommunications and a semi-regulated 

audiovisual industry significantly exacerbates the problem in the EU, since it could potentially 

give rise to contradictions and conflict in law. A further problem is posed by electronic 

commerce since competition regulation would have to be harmonised with audio-visual 

regulation if the Internet were to carry commerce.178 

In an attempt to solve this problem the two determining forces of Europe's audiovisual 

tradition are pulling in opposite directions, one in stressing the need to put an end to competitive 

advantages in infrastructure influencing content, that is to prevent the media content so 

important for Europe’s healthy democratic life from becoming the casualty of convergence, the 

other striving to prevent content regulation from stifling infrastructure dynamism. 

Convergence has consequently been a central concern in EU policy and is considered a 

transforming force which heralds immense possibilities and threats. To investigate the changes at 

stake the EU commissioned a number a reports to assess the public issues arising from 

convergence and propose possible fresh approaches to regulation. One of these was prepared by 

the liberal KMPG team in its report Public Issues Arising from Telecommunications and Audio-

visual Convergence. The report is a euphemism for sector-specific and problem-specific 

competition policy; it stresses the need to avoid long-term general government regulatory 

schemes. Advocating competition law, it characteristically asserts that there is no need for 

intervention with regard to cultural matters, that universal service obligations should not be 

extended and that governments should 'buy' from the free market in the face of distortions. It 

concludes that convergence changes the balance between competition policy and regulation 

because convergence is marked by a transition from scarcity in distribution to abundance. In 

                                              
178 How for example should Line One (BT’s and New International’s joint on-line venture) be 
regulated? 
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advocating competition law it stresses the need for a competition authority to safeguard 

pluralism. 

The KMPG report articulates the free-marketer response to the results of the 

liberalisation of the audio-visual industries. This response is that in the aftermath of 

liberalisation the problems produced by the market distortions that have clearly arisen in the 

audio-visual sector have to be addressed. The term ''competition law'' is used to describe what 

are essentially re-regulatory measures that tackle such distortions. The KMPG report is also 

important because it was consulted in the drafting of the Green Paper on the Regulatory 

Implications of the Telecommunications, Media and Information Technology Sectors and the 

Implications for Regulation (Tongue 1998:1). The Paper is the most significant step so far taken 

to address the issue of convergence. It has stirred even greater controversy than the one created 

by the Television without Frontiers Direct, because it involves more participants and affects 

more interests 179 since it directly involves those parties interested in electronic commerce as 

well as those in the audiovisual sector. 

The Green Paper on convergence, initiated by Commissioner Bangemann and originally 

drafted by the DGXIII, advocated the deregulation of both the telecommunications and audio-

visual sectors as the way to the future. In prospect of its adoption, President Santer demanded 

DGX to be consulted since the document affected areas under its responsibility. DGX was 

consulted and the document was somewhat modified to reflect cultural and social concerns.180 

The Paper shows awareness of the battle between 'dirigistes' and 'liberals', It acknowledges the 

existence of a dual tradition in Europe and sides with the ‘liberals’. Its central argument is that 

regulation could impede the development of the Internet and other converging technologies. 

Technological and market convergence are viewed as a single inevitable process. The Internet is 

moreover defined as a platform of delivery of mixed services and an important part of Europe’s 

future economy. Five challenges that will result from convergence are identified: globalisation, 

the consistency of regulation, abundance, the distinction between public and private activities, 

and the challenge to regulatory structures. The existence of these is taken for granted and 

discussed as necessary consequence of converging technology. The proposed solution to all of 

them is less regulation, advocated on the grounds that it is the most flexible and least risky 

alternative (CEC 1997d:5). Three more specific approaches are identified, the first of which 

represents the ‘dirigiste’ (CEC 1997d V.2.) standpoint. It is dismissed as an option because it 

                                              
179 According to the Information Society Project Office, the Web pages hosting the paper and 
responses is the most hit Web page on a Community server ever, having attracted 43,000 visitors and 
thousands of comments (ISPO 1998:1) http://www.ispo.cec.be/news/html. 
180 Concern with social issues is mostly voiced in page 2, also Section IV.3 “Meeting the Public 
Interest Objectives.” This is a total of five pages (together with some other short, scattered references) 
in a document of 52 pages! (CEC 1997d) 
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could deter investment and create barriers between Member States. The third of these options, 

the most ‘liberal’, is advocated.  

The Green Paper has been subjected to severe criticisms by the ‘dirigistes’ (Tongue 

1998, BECTU 1998). These criticisms as well as various others where voiced and became 

publicly accessible on the ISPO web site during the consultation period designated and some 

were published in a working document (CEC 1998b).. Critics argue that content regulators 

should not be seduced by convergence and that convergence is not an end in itself. Furthermore, 

that market convergence and technological convergence should not be conflated. The former is 

nothing but vertical integration and thus should not be welcomed. Another point put forth is that 

convergence is the alibi for letting the free-market rule, an approach which has failed in Europe. 

Rather it is the public interest and Europe’s democratic principles that should guide regulation of 

audio-visual goods. In short  

Different types of services need different types of regulation, regardless of their means 
of delivery, just as much as different types of goods under the same supermarket roof 
are not necessarily subject to the same rules.  

(Tongue 1998:6) 

 

It has been further underlined that leaving PBS behind is not a clever tactic for Europe and that 

equating PBS with universal service obligations is a danger that has to be avoided (BECTU 

1998:5). Furthermore, that the Paper's assumption that the Internet is more than a 

communications medium is not legitimate assumption. Its legitimisation serves the purpose of 

introducing e-commerce by establishing that e-commerce does not affect e-communication. It 

was finally pointed out that the paper is blind to the US’s competitive advantage with regard to 

the Internet. As a result, the Paper borrows an American model which, given the state of the 

Information Society in Europe, is not financially or culturally viable. 

 

The dual tradition in the Information Society 

On 10 March 1999 the Commission adopted a Communication181 on the results of the public 

consultation regarding convergence. Furthermore important political changes in the organisation 

of the EU outside the audio-visual arena will affect both the development of audiovisual policy 

as well future of the information society in ways that are not yet apparent since the changes 

where instigated in September 1999 when the new Commission was appointed and the 

Commission administration was re-organised to include 36 departments and directorates general 

                                              
181 Communication Regarding the Results of the Public Consultation on the Green Paper on the 
Convergence of the Telecommunications, Media and Information Technology Sectors and the 
Implications for Regulation (COM (99)108, 09.03.1999). 
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that are no longer referred to by numbers. Many important actors including Commissioner 

Bangemann himself resigned. One of the newly established Directorates is named the 

Information Society Directorate, fact which articulates the centrality of telecommunications and 

audiovisual policy for EU policy. It is not the objective of this thesis to predict the development 

of EU internet related policy further. There is evidence which suggests that the dual tradition 

described in this Chapter will consolidate further within this renewed Commission. Such 

evidence can be found in the co-existence of social targets and entrepreneurial incentive in the 

Commission’s newest initiative e-Europe. 

  

Conclusion 

The above brief historical exploration has highlighted the differences between EU and US 

internet policy focusing on how the pre-existing tensions apparent in the telecommunications 

and broadcasting paradigms in the EU and the US correspondingly, affect the Information 

Superhighway and the Information Society  

To the extent that the EU paradigm express a tension and the need to a strike balance 

between public interest objectives and a neo-liberal regulatory approach it differs from its US 

counterpart which is marked by a clear commitment to the free-market. The EU, building upon 

its dual tradition, underlines the 'need to strike the right balance between ensuring the free flow 

of information and guaranteeing protection of the public interest' (CEC 1996e:2). Whereas the 

Internet is debated in a climate of antipathy for state intervention in the US, some regulatory or 

structural intervention, even for infrastructure related services, is considered necessary in the 

EU. The EU sees in the Internet the opportunity to enhance democracy, but at the same time 

underlines the dangers that its unregulated development may hold, for example, the danger of 

creating a society of information haves and have-nots, of deepening already existing inequalities 

between those who know how to use information and those who do not, of widening the 

rural/urban chasm and finally the dangers of increasing circulation of pornographic material. 

Whereas the US legislation is neo-libertarian, with a clear antipathy toward state intervention, 

the EU approach has leaned in favour of an institutionally co-ordinated and structured 

development of the Net. This is also reflected in policy rhetoric: whereas the US is concerned 

with ‘individual Americans’ (as all legislation characteristically names who the legislation 

concerns) the EU is concerned with the 'public interest'. Whereas the intention of the US 

Telecommunication Act of 1996 was  

to preserve the vibrant and competitive and other interactive media that presently exist 
for the Internet and other interactive computer services, unfettered by Federal or State 
regulation.   (Telecommunications Act of 1996: Section 509)  

the European Parliament was concerned  



 142

that, if the development of the information highway is not sufficiently well structured, it 
could lead to all types of abuse and the undermining of democracy by creating a gulf 
between those who are able to master this technological instrument and those who are 
not.          (CEC 1994)
    

Consequently despite a strong neo-liberal component, Europe’s approach to the Internet is 

marked by a concern with social equality and a commitment to the EU's strong traditions of 

cultural diversity' (CEC 1996d: para.123). Culture and democracy are central concerns in the 

Information Society, as is social cohesion. Europe’s way is concerned with providing the 

necessary legal, and socio-economic structural framework necessary to ensure that all 

European Community citizens will benefit equally from the Information Society. Depending 

on the point of departure of each analysis these differences can be said to stem from the basic 

ideological difference in the formation audiovisual and telecommunications policies in the US 

and EU. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

On-line content and the structure of on-line distribution 
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 Infrastructure and content 

The analysis of the Internet economy at large in Chapter 3 assumes a neat distinction between 

the different industries that constitute the Internet economy. It also focuses on only some 

infrastructure-related industries. Proceeding in this fashion was an intentional choice. It is only 

by maintaining such a distinction and focus that one can comprehend the core industries shaping 

the material structure of the Internet, on the one hand, and the importance of telecommunications 

infrastructure for Internet communication, on the other.  

Although this distinction is paramount for a detailed understanding of the Internet 

communication process as far as the importance of material factors is concerned, the paragraph 

on convergence establishes that this is a false distinction in financial terms and that there is 

vertical integration in Internet-related markets. It is the aim of this chapter and of the thesis as a 

whole further to subvert the distinction between infrastructure and content, and establish that this 

distinction is also false in cultural terms. This is so because the vertical integration in question 

has consequences for cultural production. Its aesthetic environment has to be analysed in view of 

the industrial mix and its catering to profit. Internet communication thus has to be analysed in 

the light of the interface between different capitalist industries and with an understanding of their 

products as both cultural and industrial goods. A further reason is that determining what 

constitutes Internet content is somewhat more difficult than with orthodox media. Software is of 

crucial importance here. Is software part of the infrastructure, as claimed in Chapter 3, and 

maintained in regulation? Is it legitimate to focus on software as an industrial product and ignore 

software as a cultural product? What would that mean when placing it in the Internet economy? 

Are search engines content in the same way?  

This chapter aims to offer an alternative approach to analysing Internet communication, 

integrating Internet infrastructure and content by collapsing the content into the infrastructure. 

This has already been implied in the way that the Internet economy was outlined in Chapter 3. 

Software and on-line 'content' will thus be analysed as industrial and cultural product. This 

chapter analyses the on-line communication environments produced by such integration as 

cultural environments shaped by vertical integration, while the aesthetic implications of the 

financial process in question are examined. The chapter also explores the relationship between 

the different industries in question, in order to illustrate the indistiguishibility of infrastructure 

and content further, and to highlight the power configurations developing within it. It is 

suggested that through the intertwining, overlapping and mingling of these industries, the most 

important formation of on-line power – signposting - is constituted. I shall argue that it is 

erroneous to understand consumption or use of the Internet as occurring when the user 

views/uses a Web page. This supposition ignores the fact that it is the totality of and interaction 

between the different parts formulating the on-line world that structures and forms the on-line 

experience (consumption). And it is in the ability to determine such intersection and interaction 
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that on-line power lies. On-line power can only be understood if the totality of Internet-related 

industries are defined as industrial and cultural actors. Signposting is thus a form of multi-

industrial structuration. 

Two case studies illuminate the relationships between the industries involved, showing 

how signposting operates in practice. The first is an analysis of 8 popular portal sites, their 

operations and content. This analysis will show that there are increasing signs of on-line 

structuration - a structuration that aims to sign-post users to particular content. The second is 

presented in Chapter 6 and concerns a key on-line actor: America On-line (AOL). 

 

The structure of on-line content and a theory of signposting 

 

One of the key implications for traditional broadcasters in this new digital world is that 
the nature of their relationship with their audiences will change. This digital age 
demands a new mindset and attitude which places the audience at the centre of the 
broadcasting process. A multi-channel environment and an Internet awash with 
thousands of site means that not only broadcasters have to compete more vigorously for 
their audience share, but also that they will have to compete with a range of new and 
diverse ‘content and delivery mechanisms. 

(Henning 1997:57) 
  

Conventional wisdom presents the Internet as the medium in which content is in a key position 

of power in the communication process. Content on-line can be anything: diverse, disconnecting 

verigate, a nexus of heterogeneous cultural expression. The Internet’s content does not exist 

without the user in that it is nothing but an application that is given a function by each 

individual. Furthermore, the myth of interactivity means that such content is never static. Such 

dynamism guarantees diversity since there is no end product (Henning 1997:31), and 

consequently the user is the content (Soares 1997). The underlying assertion of this pervasive 

viewpoint is that content is not structured and that different kinds of content are not hierarchised. 

In Holtzman's words: 

 

Digital worlds are discontinuous. They do not present a predetermined sequence from A 
to Z. Hyperlinked discontinuities present garden of forking paths. The power of digital 
discontinuity is the opportunity to follow a unique route that responds to your interests, 
your choices, and your decisions. 

(Holtzman 1997:128) 
 

Without any hierarchy, there can be no power in Web-casting182. This means, amongst other 

things, that the concern about sources shown by orthodox radical critique is irrelevant. 

                                              
182 Internetphilia’s first articulation does not accept that there is an audience; there is no such thing as 
Web-casting. Its second articulation accepts Web-casting but does not accept any structural inequalities 
in demanding audience attention. 
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According to such logic, the charts with financial data presented in Chapter 3 have no cultural 

consequences, and thus cannot influence content. 

This hegemonic perception of content poses problems for those who wish to analyse 

Internet content without accepting these premises. This is firstly because it renders distinctions 

between available content very difficult (that is if they are not made on an individual basis). 

Universal claims about qualitative differences between genres and types of content cannot be 

easily maintained in a medium that is defined as interactive. For example, what is the difference 

between a news site and e-commerce site? In the absence of power relations, why analyse such 

a difference at all? Secondly, content cannot be analysed in the light of what it ought to be. The 

postmodern character of existing analysis makes such normative claims about what the Internet 

should be difficult. On the Internet, anything is content and thus everything is content. The task 

or function that Internet content should fulfil does not exist a priori, but remains vague. Is it to 

inform, to entertain, to interact, to sell, to advertise, to educate, to profit, or to enlighten? 

Similarly, is a company Web page that gives information about a particular program an 

advertisement, or is it on-line broadcasting? And what difference does it make for the individual 

user? By the same token, those aspects of the on-line world that mediate the on-line experience, 

such as navigational tools are completely ignored, assumed to be value-free tools of expression. 

In addition the prominent portrayal of content fails to explain why there is a concentration of 

audiences in certain sites, or why some Web pages have more visitors than others, let alone why 

some content companies are dominating financially. Finally, this view of content is problematic 

because it defines software and e-design as benign in on-line communication, in that software is 

considered a tool for intermediation that does not compromise individual sovereignty. This 

means that aesthetic conventions and design are considered superfluous to on-line 

communication.  

In contrast, this thesis will offer an approach to the analysis of content that undermines 

the perceived wisdom's definition and perception of content. To achieve this, the whole 

orthodox way of perceiving content will be temporarily ignored, and intermediation as an 

industrial and cultural force will be positioned at the centre of the analysis. Despite opposite 

claims, there are patterns of consolidation in on-line content, which are slowly providing an 

underlying notion of what good Internet content is. To show how such notion is produced 

patterns of content consolidation on-line will be analysed, including those produced by 

software. The power relationship between them will be underlined.  

In analysing patterns of content consolidation, the central question is not whether or not 

the user could click out of a site. After all, this is the case in orthodox media as well. It could be 

argued, for example, that a user can always close a book and open another one, walk out of a 

movie, or choose not to watch TV. It is therefore the possibilities within which any on-line 

experience occurs that are the concern of the analysis that follows. In turn, these possibilities are 
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determined by the financial factors described in Chapter 3 and their cultural consequences 

described below. In Murray’s words: 

 

There is a distinction between playing a creative role within an authored environment 
and having authorship of the environments itself. Certainly interactors can create 
aspects of digital stories in all these formats, with the greatest degrees of creative 
authorship being over those environments that reflect the least amount of prescripting. 
But interactors can only act within the possibilities that have been established by the 
writing and programming. 

 (Murray 1997:153)  
 
 

In other words, the analysis that follows is not a universal claim for the way users experience 

on-line content. Rather, it is a partial account of the material and aesthetic conditions in which 

such an experience will probably occur. It provides an exploration of the way industrial and 

cultural structures articulate and intersect in Internet-related industries to shape the boundaries 

within which on-line communication happens. 

 Some of the boundaries referred to above are internal paths signposting users. This is  

because the material and aesthetic resources employed to draw attention to content are as 

important, if not more so, than the material resources needed to keep some content on-line. 

Without exposure, the content does not really exist, in the same way that the writings of an 

individual do not exist without a publishing and distribution company. Such material aesthetic 

resources are formed by the interplay between the six industries that constitute the Internet 

experience (see Figure 5.1): Telecommunications, Internet Service Providers, Hardware, 

Software, Navigational tools and On-line Broadcasters. Such interplay is termed signposting. It 

is through the interplay of these industries that users' navigation is structured, so that users are 

sign-posted to the Internet in certain ways. Thus it could be argued that signposting is the 

distribution of the interactive age.  

 

Some examples of signposting  

There are many examples of signposting, and signposting can also work in reverse. For example 

the small bandwidth available for example may mean that a site will not be downloaded easily. 

Certain sites are only viewable/compatible with certain browsers: for instance, AOL uses the 

Internet Explorer. In addition, some sites are localised by default. To give an example, if 

someone used the Internet Explorer, they would automatically find themselves on the Microsoft 

US home page. If they wanted to exit the US site and find information about Microsoft products 

outside the US, then there is no obvious link to enable them to do so. Once one logs onto the 

UK site, there is no visible difference between the two pages. The UK site has less in-depth 

information.  
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Figure 5.1 The sign-posting process 

THE SIGNPOSTING PROCESS 

 

 

Figure 3.10 shows key synergies between off-line and on-line companies. 
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The power of the interface 

 

What we sometimes forget is that the interface itself is not merely a transparency: it is a 
text, a finely-wrought behavioural map at the intersection of ''political and ideological 
boundary lands''.  

(Selfe and Selfe 1996:480) 
  

Computer-mediated communication, like all communication, is mediated through an interface. 

An interface is a set of mechanical, cultural and other structures that enable communication and, 

by doing so, frame it. The focus in this chapter will be on a particular aspect of the interface - the 

one that relates to software.183 

To communicate through the Internet one needs software, including different kinds of 

software to run different applications. Software is a way of expressing information in a larger 

interface. Ninety five per cent of the world's computers use an operating system called Windows, 

which operates on Microsoft’s software. Software is often presented not as a language but as a 

tool, thus as benign and mechanical, and not really charged with values and suppositions about 

the world. In fact, defining software as diaphanous, as an industrial product and therefore a tool, 

is central in sustaining the prominent myth of the Internet as an unmediated world. For the 

Internet to live up to the metaphor of an un-mediated world, software must not affect Internet 

communication in such a way that individual users' sovereignty is compromised. In other words, 

it is only if software is a tool and not a language that the user can really be free. As a result, the 

interplay of the software (and the interface), the agent, hypertext and art, has been the subject of 

debate since the early days of the Internet’s development. Many authors have suggested that the 

navigating reader of a postmodern digital hypertext is the author of a story,184 or the creator of a 

new piece of art.185 The argument is that software is benign because it is not static. It is defined 

and constantly amalgamated by the user. 

Implicit in the paradigm for analysing Internet communication presented in this chapter 

is a rejection of any essentialist definition of a communication product as benign or neutral, 

including the interface or software. In this respect, prevalent claims are rejected as essentialist. 

To this end, it is important to note and adopt the following points. 

                                              
183 It is clear that software and interface cannot be neatly separated, but for the issues addressed in this 
thesis, the scale and nature of their separation is not so important, in that what will be argued with 
regard to software can also be argued for the interface in its wider context. What is being pointed out 
here is that software does not solely compose the interface. The mouse, the shape of the screen, the 
hardware and many other objects all contribute to the user's experience. 
184 For example, Snyder writes: 'hyperfictions challenge readers by avoiding the corresponding 
devices for achieving closure. It is up to the readers to decide how, when, and why the narrative 
finishes' (Snyder 1997:100). 
185 For a good discussion of the issues involved, see Lovink 1998a. 
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First, an interface or a piece of software is not transparent: it represents information and, 

in doing so, it essentially constructs information. It provides the cultural environment, the net 

material constraints and framework within which communication can occur. This is a 

framework that reflects certain assumptions about users and the nature of information and, by 

doing so, reproduces such assumptions. For instance, Hirsch notes: 

 
Interfaces mediate, and therefore shape experiences- in the case of our class by stripping 
it down to one or two components, namely the purely textual component of language, 
and some (although not much) homage to visual representation The sorry most of the 
chat environments we used tell is that we are essentially disembodies consciousness, 
whose primary mode of expression is pure word language, divorced form lesser kinds of 
expression including gesturing and tone reflection.  

(Hirsch 1999:10) 
 

 Such a standpoint stems from the more general acceptance that there is no such thing as a 

language or a reality independent of perception. Software is a language for constructing 

information and, like any language, it is value laden. Software is made by programming, and 

there have been parallels drawn between programming and writing. The task of a radical 

political economy of software is to analyse software as an industrial and cultural product 

intersecting with other industrial and cultural structures on-line. The above apply to 

programming and software that aims to classify information, such as search engines. In addition 

to these rather philosophical claims, the Internet interface has to construct the user's on-line 

experience in order for the Internet to be used at all within existing time limits. As Fuller 

mentions: 'Users need the interface to narrow their attention and choices so they can find the 

information and actions they need at any particular time. Real life is highly moded' (Fuller 

1998), even if it were possible to built software that is technically transparent, and thus to allow 

us to experience an infinite amount of content, this would not be possible because our time is 

limited, and thus we could not possibly experience an infinite amount of content. Hence, even 

though one might accept that cyberspace reconstitutes our perception’s relationship to space, it 

does not affect our relationship to time. Thus it is not desirable for the software to be transparent.  

Second, it must be recognised that software is an industrial and cultural product. By 

virtue of being produced in a set of industrial and cultural relations, it is defined and on a basic 

level driven, by them. In other words, even if one were to reject a Marxist determinist position in 

which the mode of producing software defines it, one would still have problematise the way in 

which software is developed, asking questions about who develops it and for what purpose. 

Those in control of funds for the research and development of software have the power to 

construct computer language. In Fuller's words:  

 

What determines the development of this software? Demand? There is no means for it 
to be mobilised. Rather more likely an arms race between on the one hands the software 
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companies and the development of passivity gullibility and curiosity as a culture of use 
of software. 

 (Fuller 1999:38)  
 

To date, Microsoft has invested $2.5 billion in research and development, for which 'simplifying 

the interface' is a top priority (Microsoft 1998:3). This rose to $3 billion in 1999.186 

 

Browsers 

 

The nature of the proprietary software economy meant that for an side, winning the 
Browser Wars would be a chance to construct the ways in which the most popular 
section of the Internet the WWW would be users and to reap the rewards. 
  

(Fuller 1999:38)  
 

The most important software needed for Internet communication is that needed to access the 

WWW, i.e. so-called browsers or navigation tools. The browser industry is a duopoly market: 

before this, more browsers such as Mosaic were used. In fact, more than 60 browsers are still 

available but not used (Browser Watch 1998). Netscape Navigator (a product originally owned 

by Netscape Co., but bought by AOL for $4.2 billion in November 1998), initially had the lion's 

share of the browser market. However, its percentage dropped from 74 per cent to 63 per cent in 

January 1997, and then to 54 per cent in January 1998 (NetAction 1998). This was because 

Microsoft entered the browser market with its product Internet Explorer. The Internet Explorer 

was installed on every Windows 95 package and was integrated into the Windows operating 

system. As a result, Microsoft’s share of the Browser market grew steadily to reach 39 per cent. 

Microsoft then employed a further tactic to promote its browser, a tactic that points to how 

vertical integration can operate on-line. It sought cooperation with major Internet Service 

Providers, so that ISPs would distribute the browser to users on an exclusive or non-exclusive 

basis. The result of this manoeuvre is that four large Internet Service Providers, with a combined 

subscriber base of over 20 million, distributed Internet Explorer to their users (NetAction 

1998:2). The America On-Line and Microsoft 1996 agreement is also telling: AOL promised to 

distribute the browser to its subscribers in return for an icon directing users to AOL on every 

Windows package. Both tactics have been named anti-competitive, and this has resulted in the 

investigation of Microsoft’s operations. While the implications of such an investigation cannot 

be exhausted within the constraints of this thesis, it is nevertheless important to mention that the 

controversy around the anti-trust Microsoft case has brought to light the importance of software 

in defining Internet usage. As a result of the controversy, the view that browsers are not neutral 

tools for on-line experience, but are gateways to the on-line world, is becoming more accepted. 
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One has to note, however, that such acceptance still perceives of the function of software as 

important financially, but benign in cultural terms. The law-suit made a industrial claim: 

Microsoft’s tactic was considered anti-competitive in financial terms, but there was no 

acceptance that such financial dominance may have cultural consequences. 

This thesis is interested in browsers as both financial and cultural entities. By being 

gateways, Internet browsers structure the on-line experience. The financial aspect of this 

structuration is accepted by many companies, as demonstrated by an Infoseek187 press release 

announcing the re-negotiation of its relationship with Netscape Communication: 

 

Aggregate traffic coming from Netscape is projected to be less than 4 percent all 
Infoseek traffic in January prior or when the change occurs. Over the past year Infoseek 
has successfully pursued an aggressive campaign to increase Infoseek brand-loyal 
traffic and reduce its dependence on third party traffic.  

(Infoseek 1998:1)  
 

The cultural aspect should not be ignored. The term used to refer to browsing software implies 

in itself certain things about its function. A navigation tool is similar to a raft on which one can 

experience the 'chaos of the Internet', or navigate through cyberspace. The user in charge of 

such an experience is assumed to be a free and autonomous rational subject who will drive this 

vessel, having control of it. Similarly, a browser refers essentially to the means by which one 

looks at the world, becoming a vehicle that allows one to enter this vast frontier.  

This echoes a basic naturalism (see paragraph on spatial metaphor below). It also re-

confirms the current basic definition of software as a neutral tool. Typical in this respect is the 

Associated Press’s definition of a browser: 

 

It is a software program that allows people to view pages of information on the WWW 
with point-and-click simplicity. These virtual pages actually are written in a simple 
computer code called hypertext maarup language or html. A browser interprets the html 
code and displays the text on the page. The most advanced browsers allow people to 
make purchases.        
          
 (Associated Press 1999) 
 

 In fact, browsers are metaphors in their entirety, because they represent and reproduce 

information in a very particular fashion. They simulate and order information, hiding the 

computing operations necessary for this information to appear in the screen, as IOD 

programmer Matthew Fuller describes:  

 

                                                                                                                                  
186 Since 95 per cent of the world's computers use Windows, it is important to analyse Windows as a 
cultural environment and the way in which it intersects with Internet-related software.  
187 Walt Disney owns 47 per cent of Infoseek (Infoseek 1998a). 
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Where do you want to go today' this echo of location is presumably designed to suggest 
to the user that they are not in fact sitting in front of a computer calling up files, but 
hurtling round an earth embedded into a gigantic trademark 'N' or 'e' with the power of 
some vicarious cosmological force. The Web is a global medium in the approximately 
the same way that the World Series is a global event. With book design papering over 
the monitor the real process of networks can be left to the expert in computer science.  

(Fuller 1999:40) 
 

The average user will never find out what happens when he 'goes' to a location in that what the 

user will experience is a very particular graphic representation of this process. In effect, all that 

happens is that his/her server sends a request packet to another server, which then dispenses a 

packet that contains the information requested. The information packet does not 'know' its 

destination, but is routed through routers to the server which requested it. This does not mean 

there is in fact a 'real' and hidden network and computer processes, merely that it is important to 

understand that cyberspace, the WWW and all Internet communication do not exist 

independently of the interface, and nor does the software reflect them. Rather, they are a 

construction, a representation, and as such bear no inherent resemblance to the network 

itself.188 

Browsers (commercial-popular browsers) operate mainly through the use of a 

geographical metaphor, the idea being that cyberspace, like physical space, can be segmented 

and categorised into neat, distinguishable spaces. The browser is the vehicle through which 

human beings can experience such space. Reflected also is the idea that the user has a home, the 

departing point of his/her journey. An analysis of the two most frequently used browsers 

articulates how such structuration has certain cultural characteristics which direct audiences to 

certain types of sites. 

 

The Internet Explorer 

 

Our software is a powerful tool in democratising information and opening the door to 
opportunity.  

 (Microsoft 1998:14) 
 

The Internet Explorer (Figure 5.2.) is a product developed by Microsoft and integrated into its 

operating system. It appears as part of the Windows 95 and 98 packages. The browser appears 

automatically when one clicks on the icon that says 'The Internet', installed in the Windows 

operating system. It has been marketed as the ultimate tool for individual freedom and 

autonomy. The advertising campaign accompanying its launch had the motto: 'where do you 

want to go today', presenting the Explorer as a tool for exploration, one that would put users in 

control of which information and content they experience/consume. 
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Within the aesthetic environment provided by the Explorer,189 cyberspace is 

constructed as a natural entity, the most powerful purveyor of this being the button with an E on 

it, which is conceived using a spatial metaphor. E stands for 'Explore' - explore the ‘electronic 

frontier’. At the top right of the screen, an icon representing cyberspace is always visible, a 

massive nature-like space through which the browser supposedly moves to fetch the information 

required. This influences the user's perception of cyberspace as an entity similar to nature (thus 

vast and uncontrollable). It also means that Microsoft’s symbol is naturalised as part of 

cyberspace. Certain design features that structure the way the user can navigate are also 

naturalised. The menu bar, for instance, represents the idea that functions are neatly separable 

and that the options of how the Internet functions are a given. Such functions include the need 

for a user to have a ‘home’ in cyberspace, and his or her favourite home pages, from which their 

experience must start. The user must also have book-marks, lending to cyberspace the idea that 

the Internet provides the rational user with knowledge. 

The latest version of Microsoft’s Explorer influences directly what content the user will 

see. Depending on the language of the operating system, the browser pre-installs by default 

certain 'on-line channels'. Channels are nothing but sites. But the mere fact that they are pre-

installed as features of the browser legitimises the categorisation and fragmentation of on-line 

content in this  

                                                                                                                                  
188 This is not to imply that the network has inherent characteristics. 
189 The Internet Explorer is shown in Figure 5.2. 
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  Figure 5.2 The Internet Explorer 

 

fashion. Finally, like the Netscape Navigator, the browser automatically takes the users to the 

Microsoft home page when they first log on. This version of the Internet Explorer also integrates 

Windows and the browser into one aesthetic whole. All images and applications appear to be 

Web pages, and all information is viewed through a browser look a like screen even when off-

line. The off-line Microsoft experience and the on-line world Microsoft experience become 

indistinguishable. This should not be taken lightly, since what is it achieves is a standardisation 

of the Microsoft aesthetic, a universal format for digital expression. Although Internet Explorer 
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is a product distinct from Windows, it is integrated within Windows, and thus Windows as a 

whole influences the Explorer as a cultural and industrial environment.  

The above can be said of any browser, which is why it is important to analyse Windows 

as a cultural environment, or at least to analyse those aspects of Windows as a cultural 

environment relevant to Internet communication. What, for instance, are the features of the 

Microsoft format?  

To begin with, it is important to recognise the naturalisation of cyberspace described 

above. Hand in hand comes a notion of computers being a benign tool at the disposal of the 

sovereign user to provide a controlled journey through information, a user-controlled experience. 

The means by which a feeling of control is purveyed constitute an important aesthetic 

convention, while standardised choices of design - the 'menu bar' or 'task bar' - add functionality 

to Windows applications and thus to the Internet. This, of course, defines functionality and the 

control of information as a key feature of this cultural environment. The Internet is constructed 

as a space one enters to retrieve something, the user being the decision-maker. One then has to 

ask what happens if a user does not have such instrumental attitude to knowledge.  

To this added is the idea that 'Microsoft Windows' is not merely an operating system, 

for it behaves more like a natural object. This means that technology is constructed as a natural 

object, suggesting that computers behave in a similar fashion to natural entities. Such naturalism 

is purveyed by means of the default screen available on all Windows applications, which 

features a blue sky and clouds. Furthermore, active qualities are attributed to software, as if it 

were a living object. For example, the user is told 'Windows is installing'. This active function is, 

in fact, attributed to the Windows operating system whenever the computer is asked to complete 

a task, as if 'Windows' were a living creature. In the most recent version of Windows, the idea 

that an operating system acts to serve the user is represented by an image, 'the office assistant', 

which is a cartoon-like character that speaks to the users. It is activated by default when certain 

tasks are been fulfilled (for example, when writing a letter in Word) speaking and smiling etc. A 

further example of such naturalisation is the standard phrase 'it is now safe to close your 

computer' that appears in orange in a black frame on the screen every time a user closes 

Windows, on every single computer in the world. The implication here is that computers have an 

agency that could prove unsafe for human beings. The same naturalism is apparent in the 

development of Windows software with the idea that an updated Windows version perfects 

Windows as whole. This suggests an almost natural evolution of a physical environment for the 

computer, and thus the idea that Windows progresses like a species. 
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Netscape Navigator190 

The Netscape Navigator was initially available free. When enough users used the product, 

Netscape started selling it. The Navigator is now available in 14 languages. Netscape has seen 

revenue of 346 million dollars for 1996 and 12.5 for the first three months of 1998 (- this is 

revenue from browser sales as well as server software). The browser is available for platforms 

other than Windows. On 22 January 1998, Netscape changed its tactic to emphasise Netscape’s 

property 'the Netcenter', and also revealed the Navigator's source code, which in theory allowed 

any software developer in the world to redevelop the Navigator. 

Netscape Navigator portrays the Internet as a vast, nature-like entity. The most powerful 

mediator of this metaphor is a small box that always appears on the top right hand side of the 

browser; in which an image of 'outer space' with stars and meteorites moving appears as the 

browser downloads the information in question. The image functions to show whether the 

browser is navigating or not. Below this image is a menu which provides the user with the option 

to navigate.191 This menu appears every time a Netscape user navigates. Whenever they log on, 

and all the way through their navigation, the boxes never disappear from this screen. Two of the 

boxes in this menu are very important in guiding the user to certain content. The first is called 

what's new192, appearing at the top centre of every Netscape Navigator, and the other is the 

what’s cool box, appearing at next to the what’s new box. Clicking on what’s new or what’s 

cool takes the user to two different Web-pages. Each of these contains URL’s of Web sites and 

reviews of Web sites that are either new or cool. Decisions about which Web sites are listed or 

reviewed are made by the Netscape editors. The decision depends upon a list of criteria also 

available for download. Netscape Co. does not endorse or sponsor the sites reviewed, and the 

criteria on which these sites are chosen are rather arbitrary. They include: personality, relevance, 

utility, links, clarity, accessibility, speed. Each of these terms is not really defined. To take an 

example, what would make a site meet the criteria for personality? According to the Netscape 

editors: 'When it comes to cool sites, personality goes a long way…we look for sites that use 

language that is engaging not obnoxious, informative not boring…'. It is also stated that: 'cool 

sites need to impart some worthwhile information.'193  

Consequently, the what’s cool and what's new boxes expose to millions of users 

certain content, chosen in an arbitrary fashion. There is nothing fair about such exposure, even if 

                                              
190 All the material presented here is based on the company’s annual reports for 1996 and 1997, in 
addition to the Netscape Communications Corporation's Company Backgrounder, available at their site.  
191 This, of course, is if the user does not already have an URL in mind.  
192 In order to facilitate the reader’s comprehension of the digital/hypertextual environments analysed 
in this chapter and in Chapter 6, navigational signifiers, sites and their discrete sub-sections are bolded 
where required. 
193 This is information directly quoted from the Netscape site under the second link in the help option 
of the What's Cool hyperlink. It is available at www.netcenter.com/help. 
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it is not based on financial inequality. The sites listed under these boxes receive more 

opportunity to be viewed, particularly since they are also linked to the Netcenter (see below). In 

addition to this, the term what’s cool affords a somewhat Americanised flavour to Internet 

content, since the term cool, essentially American slang, is far from international or translatable.  

The second way in which Netscape Navigator influences the content exposed occurs as 

the Netscape Navigator site, Netcenter, automatically comes onto the screen as the default site 

when using the Navigator. The site has some 5 million users, receives more than 120 million 

hits a day, and ranks Number One Web site amongst business users. The site presents the reader 

once again with the menu available with the browser, meaning that the cool and new sites gain 

more exposure. The site also presents users with 18 options of customised information. These 

are hierarchised in alphabetical order and include shopping, real estate and personal finance. 

Once again, content that is not directly produced by Netscape is exposed. Netscape also 

promotes ABC news on its site, by providing users exclusively with ABC news.  

The above analysis points to the ways in which browsers influence our Internet 

experience. Without a means of comparison, however, such influence cannot be highlighted. 

Most users have never used the Web without these browsers, and cannot even perceive of what it 

would look like. The means of comparison is provided by a piece of software that navigates 

through the Web called Web Stalker.  

 

The Web Stalker 

The Web stalker is a software developed by the group IOD (IOD 1997). Its developers claim 

that it is predatory rather than passive. In fact: the most difficult-to-grasp concept about the Web 

Stalker is that it isn’t a browser. It’s a way of navigating an information space, a way of 

gathering of metadata about the structure and layout of a site. (IOD 1997a). The Stalker does not 

make any comment on the site viewed. It crawls through the Web, finds the site in question, and 

gives the user the URL in question. It then maps out how this URL is linked to other URLs. The 

pages themselves are not displayed; rather, the hyper-textual relationship between them is 

shown. The effect of this is that the user does not have to download an entire site if he or she is 

after only one page. In addition, with the exception of the URL images, it cannot be used to 

convince a user to view a page. This means that money to expose some material at the front of a 

site will not gain it exposure with the Stalker. When a user chooses to download a site, then they 

can do so. Figure 5.3 shows the EEXI site viewed by the Web Stalker. 

The above criticisms point to the fact the navigational software devices rather then 

being neutral tools construct Internet experiences. Byfield has made a similar point with regard 

to the Domain Name System. That is the system by which address as assigned to Internet pages, 

the system by which the Web is hierarcised at the most basic level. The DNS is the fundamental 

navigational interface of the Internet (Byfield 1999:424). 
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Filtering software 

Although browsers frame the content available and influence it in the ways described above, 

they are not made to function as filtering devices, in that their purpose is not to block certain 

content, even if they inevitably do so. In Chapter 4 the debate about what content should or 

should not be accessed by the public was analysed. Whatever the outcome of such debate, 

filtering software such as Cyberpatrol and NetNanny is currently available. The software 

'NetNanny' distributed by major providers such as AOL, is a piece of software that runs with a 

browser blocking access to certain material. The software is far from neutral in both its 

perception and it appearance. The icon that symbolises the NetNanny on PC Web pages and 

adverts, and which also comes up as a background when launching the software, is telling. It is 

an image of a woman with an apron, holding a wire instead of a domestic appliance, essentially 

the most stereotypical image of a nanny or housekeeper. NetNanny’s creators reveal how this 

image matches their political loyalties in the introduction to the software, which they mention 

when referring to the Internet as follows: 

 

Many benefit: sharing of resources and ideas, communicating with people in remote 
corners of the globe, and huge amounts of readily accessible reference materials. 
However like any ‘community’ it has its darker side, Hate mail, racists speeches, 
pornographic material, bomb and drug formulas and other sensitive and inappropriate 
information is being sent right into our homes along with everything else. 

 (NetNanny 1997)194 
 

Net nanny is not limited in terms of content. You may screen and block anything you 
don’t want running on your PC, such as bomb making formulas, designer drugs, hate 
literature, Neo-Nazi teachings, car theft tips or whatever you may concerned about. If 
you can define it Netnanny can block it.  

(NetNanny 1997)195 
 

Mass on-line content 

The term 'mass on-line content' refers to the content available on-line which does not fall under 

the category 'advertising'. One can also distinguish between commercial and non-commercial 

content. Non-commercial content is that produced by public organisations, educational 

institutions and the like, that is not for sale and does not perpetuate the commodification of 

information. Some such content is analysed in Chapter 7.  

One can also distinguish between news and other content, although this distinction is 

becoming increasingly difficult to make. As we shall see, while distinctions between types and 

functions of content are difficult to maintain, the classification of content is on the increase. 

This thesis could not possibly offer an analysis of all types of content available on-line. The 

                                              
194 These words are directly quoted from the introduction available via the help option on the 
Netnanny CD-ROM (NetNanny 1997). 
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attempt here is to establish first that there is consolidation and concentration in on-line content 

markets. Financial proof of such concentration is given in the Figure 5.5 below showing 

examples the market capitalisation of major companies involved in production on-line content. 
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Figure 5.4 Market Cap. of Internet firms – Source: Goldman Sachs & Company Reports Oct.99 

 

This chapter analyses some of the above portrayed patterns of consolidation in the light of the 

problematic offered in the introduction to this chapter. Such trends and patterns of consolidation 

are framing on-line cultural practices and are determining the material limits for a majority of 

on-line experiences. These material limits generate and produce particular kinds of aesthetic 

environments - a set of aesthetic conventions designed to increase profit, which inevitably reflect 

certain assumptions about the nature of information, on-line communication and agency.  

There is of course the problem of how to analyse e-commerce sites. This thesis is 

committed to a continuing perception of on-line content as a public communication good, 

therefore e-commerce content will not be emphasised in the analysis of on-line content. This is 

not to deny that e-commerce sites such as Amazon.com or eBay.com are not popular or 

successful in the on-line world. It is not to deny that e-commerce sites do not produce any 

content in order for their sites to function. E-commerce sites do produce on-line content such as 

reviews and profiles. This thesis, however, is committed to maintaining a qualitative distinction 

between different kinds of content.  This means that the objective of content on e-

commerce sites, which is to sell, is different from, say, the BBC news site, which is to inform. 

Therefore, record reviews produced by Amazon.com staff do not have content similar to the 

record reviews produced by the BBC. Autonomy, independence and impartiality in the 

                                                                                                                                  
195 Ibid. 
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provision of content is a legitimate means of measuring off-line content, and this should apply 

to the on-line world as well.  

As we shall see, although the distinction between types of content and their functions 

are supposedly hazy in cyberspace, attempts to classify content are increasing. While Internet 

content is mostly presented as an amorphous mass, Internet content is increasingly categorised 

and segmented. Such a process occurs because it is imperative for the creation of an on-line 

audience.  

 

Creating the on-line audience necessary for the commodification of on-line services 

The notion of one-to-many communication in the on-line world has existed for some time,196 

but it was not until 1996 that the term Web-casting was introduced to refer to broadcasting on 

the WWW.197 The notion of an on-line audience was also introduced late,198 but is now an 

established category,199 as well as a sign of on-line triumph for companies. Its development is 

due to the ISPs' pricing policy and the decision by major ISP’s that the use of the Internet for 

consuming information (the companies refer to this as Web-viewing), and producing 

information, should be priced differently, and that business Web-hosting and non-business 

Web-hosting should be treated differently. Electronic commerce has contributed significantly to 

the introduction of a further definition of the on-line user, the 'on-line consumer', since the term 

'consumer' is more accepted within business jargon.  

Along with the on-line audience came the notion of ratings: the on-line equivalents of 

TV ratings. Consider this quotation from AOL’s Annual Report:  

'AOL’s nearly 400,000 simultaneous 'prime time' users is competitive with the prime times, 

quarter-hourly TV audiences of MTV and CNN' (AOL 1998). This is accompanied by a 

reference to traffic, which is the on-line equivalent of viewing, and refers to the amount of 

information packets demanded by and from a site. Agreements about traffic are often made 

between sites, as in the case of the Infoseek agreement with Netscape mentioned above. In 

addition to traffic data, companies offer a detailed analysis of what kind of audience they can 

deliver, privileging an audience that is up-market, with a high income and good education. In 

fact, reading through major companies' annual reports, one could deduce that the income of the 

                                              
196 The Internetphilic objection to this has been that 'the one-to-many model is not very useful if the 
many are in control' (Soares 1997). For a critique of Soares, see Horvarth 1997. 
197 In Europe, this occurred about 6 months later. The Internet Web-Casting Association Europe (IWA 
Europe) was founded in the Summer of 1997 and its site can be found at http://www.iwa.org. 
198 Characteristically enough, if one looks at the five largest ISP company reports from 1995 to 1998, 
it is not until 1997 that audience estimates to attract advertisers are introduced. 
199 For details as to how this category is defined and monitored, see the Nielsen/NetRatings site at 
http://209.249.142.16/nnpm/owa/Nrpublicreports.toppropertiesmonthly. It is characteristic that the page 
in question states that the 'Nielsen/NetRating Internet universe is defined as all members (2 years of age 
or older) of U.S. households which currently have access to the Internet.' 
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audience in question is somewhat more important than the size, in this respect, the Internet can 

be seen as a niche market. The fact that the companies in question offer to separate and segment 

their audience neatly through customisation and segmentation is stressed in their call for 

advertising. The creation of an on-line audience thus marks the increasing dependency of on-line 

content providers on advertisers, (an issue that is taken up in the paragraph on advertising below) 

in that what is increasingly implied is that it is the audience that is being sold to the advertisers. 

Consider the following extract from MSNBC’s annual report's advertising brief: 'MSNBC is the 

best news buy on the Web. MSNBC delivers an appealing, influential and upscale audience of 

consumers and business professionals' (MSNBC 1999). 

By 1999 a company’s 'on-line audience' as measured by visits per company site or 

through user-surveys appears in on-line company reports and advertising briefs as a 

measurement of on-line content success. The Figure 5.5 shows such audience estimates, by two 

reliable research companies. In addition to the estimates below, estimates of the success of on-

line advertisements in attracting an audiences are available (e.g. Nielsen/NetRatings and the 

Top-ad banner list)(Nielsen/NetRatings 1999)(Nielsen/NetRatings 1999a). 
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Audience measurements should be understood in the light of the hyperlink structure 

developing. This because the more the links in and out of a site the more traffic is generated. 

This means that hyperlinks are a form of distribution in the context of which the concentration 

of on-line audiences has to be situated. Linking a site to other well linked sites may not 

determine consumer behaviour but it determines producer behaviour, this creates a vicious 

circle in which existing structures are reproduced since already well-linked sites become even 

better linked. The analysis that follows explains the hyper-link economy produced as the result 

of the conviction that linking information is essentially distributing information. 

 

Advertising 

 
We ask that you either place a customisable GeoGuide on top of your pages or support 
the GeoPops program. These forms of advertising make your free pages possible. 
           
(Geocities 1999) 

 
 Already advertisers are banking on the absence of the traditional 'Chinese Wall' 
between editorial and advertising in any on-line publications.    
       (American Journalism Review 1999:2) 

 

The popular perception of an active Internet user juxtaposed with a passive media consumer has 

caused concern amongst advertisers. Advertisers have been concerned about the change to 

advertising rules occasioned by the Internet (Forrester 1996b, 1997a) (ActivMedia 1997).200 A 

typical anxiety is that interactive Internet is a pull technology, and advertising needs a push 

technology.  

Broadly speaking one can distinguish three types of advertising that exist on-line. The 

first is direct advertising, i.e. promotional Web sites that are solely dedicated to advertising 

products providing product information. The second type is known as 'banners' - a button-like 

image on somebody else's Web page. The third type is promotional e-mails or postings. Despite 

concerns about the Internet's capacity to support advertising, on-line advertising is, in fact, on 

the increase, with AOL alone gaining revenues of $250,000 in this way. Proof that advertising is 

increasing on the Web is shown in the intentions of advertisers themselves. According to 

Forrester's research, 74 per cent of major advertisers will increase their brand budget by the end 

of 2000 (for 13 per cent it will remain unchanged). According to ActivMedia, one in eight sites 

offers advertising space (ActivMedia 1997). A survey of 126 of the Association of National 

Advertisers found that while 90 per cent have a Web site, half of marketers surveyed said they 

                                              
200 Groenne expresses an orthodox view on this revolution when he writes: 'Since the medium is 
interactive, users of the Web play a much more active role in the communication process than users of 
traditional mass media. Whereas traditional mass media are characterized by an information push, the 
communication processes on the World Wide Web are driven by a basic information pull, meaning that 
the control balance of the communication process has shifted in favour of the user' (Groenne 1996:4) 
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spend between US$ 100,000 and US$ 499,999 on maintaining their site. However, 54 per cent of 

those who advertise on the Web spend US$ 100,000 or less per year doing so (Simba Net in 

NUA 1999). 

If the Internet were a traditional media in which content could be distinguished from 

advertising, the above data would constitute proof that content is under threat because content 

on-line is increasingly dependant on advertising revenue. Bearing in mind, however, the 

opening paragraph of this section, a problem arises in making a qualitative distinction between 

content and advertising in the absence of normative claims about the role of on-line 

broadcasting. The primary distinction between content and advertisement is that the latter aims 

to persuade consumers to buy products and thus generate profit (as opposed to performing any 

other public function). But there has been no claim made that on-line content should not do so. 

Such haziness is exacerbated further by the existence of electronic commerce, which provides 

content on-line. This thesis may be committed to refuting the value of such content, but e-

commerce exists to blur the boundaries between content, advertising and commerce even 

further.  

Hence, in traditional media, there is a somewhat clearer distinction between advertising 

and content; one can quantify the amount of time or space for advertisements and juxtapose it to 

the amount for other purposes. The two types are recognised by the law as different. Although 

in terms of a qualitative distinction this is still true for the Internet, such a distinction is 

insignificant in the absence of normative claims about what this content should be (whether 

these are legal or not). Furthermore, the typical radical political economy argument against 

commercialisation - that is, that dependence on profit gives advertisers control over what is 

being broadcasted - becomes more difficult to defend. For advertisers no longer need non-

advertising content to broadcast their advertisements, at least in so far as the law is concerned. A 

company’s Web site itself is an advertisement, yet the company does not have to pay to 

anybody for this, at least not a content provider in the direct way.  

This, in itself, creates a further problem. In the absence of direct government or other 

funding for on-line content, content providers are dependent on advertising revenue. But if 

advertisers do not, strictly speaking, need content providers to broadcast their advertisement, 

only those with pre-existing capital can afford to broadcast on-line. Despite this, there are signs 

of the increasing dependency of content providers on advertisers. Pathfinder, for example, funds 

its operations exclusively through advertising. 

Finally, there is a third, more infamous parameter to on-line advertising. Traditionally 

advertisements are interruptions of content - they interrupt broadcasting and they interrupt 

reading - the idea being that the user cannot avoid them. If the above relationship between 

advertisements and content on-line is true, then the users can in fact avoid advertisements; 

hence, any quantity of advertising on line does not mean that an audience can be assumed. 
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AOL, for example, prides itself on making the distinction between content and advertising hazy. 

It attracts advertising by claiming that it can integrate it with existing content. Market centres 

are the primary way in which this is achieved, being 'information hubs that blend promotional 

info with editorial content' (AOL 1999). 

Another example of this would be the New York Times' 'Barnes and Nobles' and 

advertisement and link (for e-commerce) on the New York Times book review site. This 

demonstrates that the enabling of e-commerce is not perceived as a threat to on-line content. As 

is explained below the idea that content should add functionality to the Web is prevalent to the 

extent that e-commerce is considered a beneficial 'extra' service as opposed to a threat.  

 

Structuring the Web 
The companies featured in the charts measuring on-line audience, as well as those that attract 

advertising, cannot strictly be described as content provider companies. Netcenter, Geocities 

and Excite offer very different Web content, but are increasingly considered similar type of 

companies. What they all have in common is a promise to structure the on-line experience: 

that is, to morph the Web. Such an intention is made clear in the advertising and marketing 

campaigns of major on-line content and service providers. A close look at these leads one to 

an ironic conclusion: although the Internet is constructed as a vast frontier to be explored, 

each company promises to transform the chaos into a pleasure dome of knowledge. In short, 

what is being sold is structuration. What providers promise is to make the Internet a safe and 

structured experience. In LineOne’s words: 'is there a way to cut through the jungle?' Or, as 

AOL claim: 'we organise the Web for you'. 

The structuration offered has a very particular flavour, because the metaphor of an 

unmediated world has to be sustained therefore concealing it. To this end, the verbs given to 

describe the structuration offered by companies always have an appearance of neutrality. 

Embedded in them is the idea that companies are providing users with a toneless utility, their 

functions are operational as opposed to prescriptive: 'Help users' 'encourage you to exercise 

discretion when directed to sites', 'Msn.com is a…home page that 'puts' the best Web content 

at your fingertips' (MSN 1999).201 A further example is provided if one considers Lycos’ 

description of what Lycos offers to the user: 'as the Internet has grown in size and complexity, 

Lycos has offered consumers a fast, easy and efficient way to manage its vast resources' 

(Lycos 1998:1). In other words, for the Internetphilic illusion of individual sovereignty to be 

maintained, structuration should exist without, in form at least, being mediation. Individual 

sovereignty cannot be compromised by the companies operating as intermediaries in the on-

                                              
201 This information is available on the first page under the Help option on the MSN.com site  
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line world. In order for this sovereignty not to be compromised, two characteristics have been 

attributed to on-line structuration:202 functionality and customisation. 

By functionality, one refers to the idea that structuration is only desirable and un-

compromising if it makes the Internet function for the users; that is, if it creates utility. The 

sheer amount of information available makes the Internet inherently dysfunctional, the idea is 

that a company should transform this chaos into a field ready to be harvested. Functionality 

gives a sense of neutrality to the role involved. However, we should not be deceived by such 

an attribution of neutrality and benignity to the role of allocating and structuring information 

around the Web. Firstly, as this chapter will show, it is illusory. But even more importantly, it 

raises important questions with regard to accountability. These are discussed in the conclusion 

of this thesis. 

As well as promising to structure the chaos, providers promise that structuration will be 

customised, that it will take into account the user's needs. Companies structure the Web to make 

it function for every particular user. Microsoft’s campaign perfectly encapsulates this double 

promise in the words: 'where do you want to go today'. In the second part of the campaign, 

MSNBC is presented as the most desirable destination.  

The myth of the Internet as a chaotic landscape is the ultimate marketing tool, for it 

allows big companies to present themselves as performing two indispensable functions in the 

online world: structuration and customisation. It is the ultimate marketing technique because it 

rids companies of any further suspicion that they are mediating the on-line world by portraying 

the on-line company as the one that does not compromise sovereignty, but instead performs a 

vital function for it, as an institution which aids the individual to exercise autonomy on-line. 

Promoting this double function rids companies of the need to account for synergies and vertical 

integration, which are presented as beneficial for the customer, as control/coverage of ever larger 

aspects of cyberspace becomes a factor adding to the company’s performance.  

 

Portal sites: a survey of digital structuration 

The notion of structuring the on-line experience for the user's benefit developed further, and was 

institutionalised by the end of 1997 with the arrival of portal sites. Companies argued that the 

sheer amount of information available on-line meant that organising such information for it to 

be accessible by users was an urgent task. Internet service providers achieved this, to an extent, 

but there needed to be sites that functioned as gateways to the Web after the user had logged on. 

To meet this need, sites were set up whose task was not solely to provide new content, but to 

organise existing content. These pointed the user to useful resources, and thus became so-called 

                                              
202 These features have been attributed to structuration to such an extent that they have become 
inherent features of on-line sites. This point is discussed further in the paragraph below. 
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portal sites.203 The most popular of such sites are: Cnet.com and SportLine.com, Excite.com 

Yahoo.com, Amazon.com, Aol.com, Netcenter.com, MSN.com and Geocities.com. Portal 

sites are the gateway to the Internet experience, particularly for new users, since switching can 

prove costly (Forrester 1998:3).  

Those in favour of the commercialised Internet portray the function of portal sites as 

merely operational. In the words of M. Parekh, a Goldman Sachs analyst, 'portals vary broadly 

as service that aggregate reoccurring amounts of traffic and provide different sets of 

functionality to that traffic' (Goldman Sachs 1998:3). By mobilising the marketing ideology 

presented above, it is suggested that portal sites provide a vital service aiming to benefit the 

user. They provide users with the structuration that is necessary for the Internet to function at 

all. As a Forrester researcher mentioned when he was asked whether portals will dominate the 

Internet: 'the portal simply aggregates features and information for users in one convenient 

place…the issue is function, not domination' (Forrester 1998:1). Such structuration necessarily 

maintains the distinct flavour described above. 

It is predicted that the portal site market will experience, and is experiencing, major 

consolidation, with five companies surviving: AOL, Yahoo, Netscape, Microsoft and Excite 

(Goldman Sachs 1998:6). The important question, of course, is how a portal differs from any 

other major site, such as EEXI or the White House site. The answer to this question clearly 

shows that the function of portal sites is far from neutral or benign.  

Portal sites differ from other sites in that, first, they claim to be far larger, in that they 

will point to a larger amount of information. They are gateways to the Internet universe as a 

whole, as opposed to gateways to the content existing on one site or server. This, of course, is a 

carefully constructed illusion. Portal sites also direct sites to one another (Goldman Sachs 

1998:6), a fact that will become more evident throughout this chapter when the vertical 

integration between companies is shown. Second, portals differ from other sites in that they 

perform a vital function for the further commercialisation of the Internet. They customise 

content and categorise Web pages. Such customisation is not for the users' benefit, but for the 

companies' benefit. They direct attention, for directing attention and aggregating traffic is what 

they are supposed to achieve. They are the starting point for many consumers and knowingly 

structure what the user can do on-line. If one compares these names to the chart featuring 

audience ratings, one can conclude that portal sites have been successful in attracting audiences.  

 

 

 

                                              
203 The term 'portal site' can be used in the case of most companies attempting to structure the Web 
experience. But because some, such as MSN.com, rejected the term, portal sites are considered here as 
a subcategory of sites attempting structuration. 
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Structuration is not benign 

Can the structuration offered by portal and other sites function in a merely operational manner? 

What evidence is there to suggest that, in fact, such structuration can be said not to be neutral? In 

answering this question theoretically, one has to consider the construction of cyberspace as a 

dangerous, unsafe, chaotic landscape, for such a construction automatically undermines the 

notion of neutrality. If cyberspace is as inherently chaotic and dangerous as portrayed, and if 

portals make it simple and safe, their function cannot be operational, for the transformative 

power needed for such a transformation is not neutral by virtue of its intensity and by virtue of 

its deployment of value-laden software to achieve this. 

   The general objection to the above that is put forward in this chapter is that Web-sites 

are cultural and industrial environments, and therefore cannot be merely operational. On the 

contrary, they mediate on-line experiences. It remains, of course, to show how exactly this is so. 

For example, how exactly do portal sites operate in a non-neutral fashion? To answer this 

question, and as a mini case-study, 8 core portal sites were examined as both financial and 

cultural environments, and their common characteristics identified.204 These were: Aol.com, 

Yahoo.com, Excite.com, Msn.com, Netcenter.com, Geocities.com, and Lycos.com, 

Infoseek.com (Go network). Aol.com is the subject of the case study presented in Chapter 5; 

thus, any reference here is not necessary. Excite.com is the portal site and search engine offered 

by Excite.Inc. The Msn.com site is the Microsoft Network home page. The Netcenter.com site 

has been described in the beginning of this thesis, and Yahoo.com205 claims to have the largest 

audience on-line, with 30 million users in the US of whom 18 million are unique registered 

users. Thirty nine per cent of users claim that Yahoo will be the leading portal site surviving in 

the next 3 years (Yahoo 1998). It has experienced steady growth in the last two years, both in 

financial as well as in audience market share terms. The company's revenues were $303.3 

million for 1998, and revenues are expected to increase steadily, as they have in the past, to $350 

million in 1999. (If one considers that, for the last quarter of 1997, revenues were $12 million, 

then one gets an idea of the scale of the growth in question) (Yahoo 1999).  

The same applies for Yahoo.com's audience share. In December 1996, the Yahoo site 

attracted some 20 million page views a day. A year and a half later, it attracted more than 116 

million page views a day (Yahoo 1998). Forrester claims that Yahoo retains 90 per cent of its 

                                              
204 This qualitative research was achieved by downloading the sites in question during the week 15 to 
21 March 1999. The material considered is cited in the bibliography and included the following: the 
content of the actual sites as presented to any consumer, the company information available on-line, 
including company reports, financial statements and press releases, disclaimers or warranties and terms 
of service. Goldman Sachs research was also taken in account (Goldman Sachs 1998, 1998a, 1998b, 
1999). 
205 The analysis of Yahoo.com is based on the company's report for the years 1995-1998 - information 
available on the Web site - as well as on a Goldman Sachs analysis (Goldman Sachs 1998a). 
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audience (Forrester 1998:1). Yahoo has attracted some 1800 different advertisers, 84 per cent of 

whom are advertisers in non-technology areas. Its advertising contracts are of considerable 

length (average of 130 days). Yahoo has achieved the above by developing a multitude of 

branded Internet navigation services around its main property. It segments and categorises its 

audience, and stores 1,270 merchants with more than 143,000 products. Finally, Infoseek is part 

of the GO network, a portal site operated by Disney. 

The above portals have the following common characteristics shown in Figure 5.6: 

Portal Site Yahoo.com Geocities Infoseek/ 

Go.com 

Excite MSN 

 

Rev. 1998 203,3 16,9 (e)  154,100  

Customisation Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Categories 15 15 18 18 18 

Members 18 million 3.5 million  3 million   

Audience/Hits 30 million 19 million a

month 

30 million 

 

  

Illegitimate 

terms of service 

Yes yes Yes yes Yes 

Advertising Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Figure 5.6 The common characteristics of Internet Portals – Source: Portal Web Sites & 
Company Reports 1999 
 
The Menu: the midwife of on-line narrative 

All portals offer a cultural environment expressed through software and a design, a particular 

aesthetic which assists in promoting the idea that they offer neutral structuration, since they offer 

a very similar design for the structuration in question. All sites have a white background and use 

black letters. At the top of the screen lies the umbrella heading for the site, the portal’s name. 

This is the frame for all the pages. It constitutes a familiar logo and an aesthetic context in which 

the rest of the pages available on the site belong. At the bottom of the screen, one can find 

copyright notes and company information. At the heart of the environment offered and at the 

centre of the screen lies 'the menu', which offers the categories into which content is divided. 

Figure 5.7 shows the menus offered by popular portals sites The menu is the mould into which 

information has to fit, and it provides the user with the categories of information, which are 

certain choices that organise information for the user. This menu is essential for categorising 

content and segmenting audiences. It continues to appear on the left hand side of the screen 

throughout the navigation of the site in question, to create a feeling of continuity and 

functionality. It generates a narrative for the user’s experience throughout the site. The options 

the menu features, although not arbitrary, are presented in alphabetical order, to give an illusion 

of neutrality.



 170

 

Figure 5.7 Portal Site Menus - Source: Company Web pages 
One can note an aesthetic and conceptual similarity in the material posted on the menus of 
Excite.com, Lycos.com, Infoseek.com, Yahoo.com 
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The Menu and the war of classification 
The options in the menus of portals cannot possibly be neutral. They aim to categorise a vast 

body of heterogeneous knowledge for users. The problem of how one classifies information to 

add utility to knowledge is one that does not arise from the Web and portal sites: hence, 'the 

menu' is not a unique example of how categorisation can be problematic. As Winkler jokes in 

reference to Yahoo: 

The construction of the hierarchy appears as a rather hybrid project, but its aim is to 
harness to a uniform system of categories millions of completely heterogeneous 
contributions from virtually every area of human knowledge. Without regard to their 
perspectivity, their contradictions and rivalries. Yahoo’s 'ontology' is thus the 
encumbered heir of those real ontologies whose recurrent failure can be traced 
throughout the history of philosophy….if the worst comes to the worst, you don’t find 
what you are looking for –that the damage is limited is what separates Yahoo from 
problems of philosophy. 

 (Winkler 1999:31) 
 

The issues surrounding categorisation are entirely ignored as a problematic by portal companies 

- something that this thesis would like to question. A guide to an incoherent, heterogeneously 

produced body of knowledge, which is essentially what portal site menus claim to be, is not 

automatically transparent. 

According to the Dewey Decimal Classification, the most frequently used system of 

classification, which provides a system for organising knowledge: 'classification may be used to 

organise knowledge presented in any form e.g. books, documents electronic record' (DDC para. 

2.1). Classification organises knowledge into categories, providing a relationship between these 

categories. Portal sites offer categorisation, but to what end and what is this relationship? The 

aim is supposedly to add utility to knowledge, and thus to assist the user in accessing the 

information available. However, in fact, it is to promote the commercialisation of the Internet, 

perpetuating the consumption of certain kind of knowledge. One can easily find empirical 

evidence for this conclusion by using the DDC as a comparative guideline.  

The DDC classifies knowledge into 9 vast categories: 

Generalities 
Philosophy and Philology 
Religion 
Social Sciences 
Language 
Natural sciences & mathematics 
Technology (Applied sciences) 
The arts Fine and decorative arts 
Literature & rhetoric 
Geography & History 
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Each of these categories has 10 subcategories, making a second division of 100 categories. In the 

8 portals examined, the choices appearing on the front page of the portals mentioned in Figure 

5.8 appear as follows.206 

 

Category In DDC 
FREQUENCY 

out of 8 portals 

Arts & Literature YES 2 

Autos NO 8 

Business & Economy (money) Yes as a subcategory 8 

Entertainment NO 8 

Shopping NO 8 

Travel NO 8 

New Media/computers YES as a subcategory 8 

Personal Finance NO 6 

News YES 8 

Kids NO 3 

Government NO 1 

Games NO 8 

Women NO 2 

Figure 5.8 Categories offered by portal sites – Source: Portal Web Sites 

The above clearly shows that menus do not adhere to the most established means of 

classification. There are central omissions. For example, the 7 main categories are not included 

and there is a commercial twist to the categorisation, demonstrated by the fact that the category 

Art is almost invisible, and Education is also off the agenda. 

In addition to the problematic around what kind of categories are offered, there is the 

problem of boundaries between categories and individual perceptions of such boundaries. There 

seems to be a contradiction between the universalisation of certain categories and the 

customisation of on-line content. If content is to be chosen by each individual, implying that the 

value and functionality of content is relative to individual tastes and needs, surely this should 

apply for the categories themselves. Comprehending such contradictions, some sites, such as 

MSN, allow the editing of content topics (categories), while the user can also choose from 

existing topics. But such customisation does not rid portals of the core of the contradiction in 

question: if the content the user chooses is subjective and relative, then the grouping of certain 

                                              
206 This conclusion has been drawn by downloading the front pages of these portals over 2 months 
(14/10/98 to 14/12/98) and comparing the available options.  
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contents under a topic heading is relative. This, in turn, means that the entire process of 

customisation or categorisation on portal sites is flawed. 

Although a critique along the above lines could be offered to elucidate how the idea of 

structuring is biased in itself, it is more fruitful for the purposes of this thesis to contextualise the 

performance of portal site 'menus' within the communications sector by searching for an 

equivalent institution whose functions and regulations can provide a means of comparison. In 

short, any method of categorisation is a priori value-laden. This is a general philosophical point, 

but as a theoretical point it has very specific implications within the sphere of communications - 

implications that are more particular than the ones applicable to librarianship, for example. This 

is especially the case since the categories appearing on the on-line 'menu' could eventually 

evolve to become on-line genres. 

The broadcasting equivalents of portal sites and their menus are Electronic Program 

Guides. These, like portal sites, do not provide content, but provide the resources, categories 

and information about content. If one considers the regulation of Electronic Program Guides, 

one encounters a powerful means by which to compare how portal site categories should 

function, and how they actually do. As with portal sites, the Electronic Program Guide's 

increasing power in digital communication is fully recognised. As the ITC notes:  

 

EPG service are likely to become increasingly important for viewers in selecting which 
service or program to view and are therefore expected to have a crucial role in the 
development and success of digital broadcasting.  

(ITC 1997:5 para. 9) 
 

The code of conduct for EPGs states that, in general, EPGs have to function in such a way as to 

ensure that the existing regime aimed at fairness, competition and diversity is maintained. More 

specifically, the role of EPGs is to 

a) ensure that users gain easy access to all available services (16)  

b) ensure that pay-per-service and free-to-air services are equally accessible and that 

there is not discrimination against the latter 

c) ensure that if an EPG and a broadcaster have a special relationship (i.e. owned), then 

any listing or display should not give prominence (i.e. in terms of size, ranking, colour 

or image, or the inclusion of a logo or other brand identification) to these. 

d) give prominence to public service channels.  

With regard to satisfying (a), it could be argued this is an impossible demand, since portals could 

not possibly list all Web pages. A demand of this type therefore shows a fundamental 

misunderstanding of the globality of the Internet. Unlike EPG portals, portal sites would have to 

list a vast amount of information that could never be charted. This, of course, does not explain 

how the advertising campaigns of the portal in question claim to be offering access to the Web as 

a whole, and not simply to the part that they cover. If it is the 'whole of the Internet' that portals 
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'bring' to consumers, then this is the knowledge space they are categorising. Such flaws and 

inconsistencies in the offering of portals are due to an essential lack of normative claims as to 

what portal companies are offering.  

 

Absence of a set of open, coherent goals 

Although portals have been institutionalised, there is a fundamental lack of a coherent set of 

functions that they supposedly perform. In general there is no set of rules, no mission statement, 

and no code of practice that gives a concrete description of what portals offer to consumers. 

However, here a distinction has to be made between portal sites, since AOL in the US, 

MSN.com and Geocities.com are possible exceptions. Geocities.com offers a rather concrete 

mission statement, according to which the portal strives to   'maintain an ongoing balance 

between commercial viability, and an editorial philosophy that encourages creativity and 

freedom of expression'. 

With the exception of the above, in those sites that do offer some description of what 

they offer, the description remains rather vague. Yahoo’s description is the most specific, stating 

that Yahoo offers 'a network of branded Web programming…the first on-line navigation 

guide…targeted resources and communication services for a broad range of audiences' (Yahoo 

1998:2). However, Lycos.com, which enjoys a 40 per cent consumer reach as an Internet hub, 

offers the following distinction between 'portal' and 'hub':  

 

By evolving from a portal, which implies a doorway that users pass through on their 
way to other destination, to a hub, Lycos is able to serve all of the basic needs of its 
Internet visitor. Acting as the home base and primary Web recourse for its users.  

(Lycos 1999) 
 

The lack of a coherent set of goals goes hand in hand with an illegitimate code of practice, 

which is a general denial and reluctance to assume any responsibility for the services offered. 

This can be divided into two problematic areas: the disavowal of responsibility and the failure to 

protect users. 

 

Disavowing responsibility for content 

The sites in question explicitly disclaim any responsibility for the accuracy or correctness or 

reliability of the content contained in the site, or of information about other sites. This is stated 

together with other disclaimers concerning the accuracy of information obtained through 

advertisements etc., all contained in the terms of service agreements. The agreements are only 

presented to the user if requested, so not all users are aware of the fact that portals are not legally 
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or in any other way bound to provide error-free information.207 A typical example is the Excite 

Terms of Service, which state that the user should not assume that Excite Inc.’s service will meet 

any user’s requirement to 'be uninterrupted, timely , secure or error free'. The same applies for 

Lycos: 'The Lycos catalogue of the Internet catalogue, and as such, Lycos Inc. explicitly 

disclaims any responsibility or the accuracy, content, or availability of the Information content.' 

208 There is a general position put forward in the Terms of Service that portal sites are not 

content provision sites and, as such, they cannot make guarantees about their content. According 

to their perception, it is not content that is on offer, but a general guide to Web resources.  

 

Terms of Service209 that do not protect the user 

 
You should not assume that aol.co.uk or its content is error-free or that it will be 
suitable for the particular purpose that you have in mind when using it. AOL may in its 
sole discretion and at any time modify or discontinue aol.co.uk; limit, terminate or 
suspend you ruse of or access to aol.co.uk and /or make changes to these Terms of Use. 

          (AOL/B 1998) 

The above clause from the AOL Terms of Service is typical of all 8 portals examined. All portal 

sites reserve the right to discontinue service of a user's membership without prior notice; they 

also reserve the right to change the terms of service without prior notice.210 The important 

question here is whether such terms of service should be compared with broadcasting, where 

they would be illegitimate, or phone companies, where such practices would be problematic, but 

not to the same extent. What is also important is that such terms of service are not automatically 

given to users if they are not actively subscribing to or using a personalisation service. 

Furthermore, their nature implies that portal sites do not need to be accountable for their 

operation in a non-financial fashion; that is, that portals are accountable as financial entities to 

consumers.  

In short, terms of service of portal companies do not accept that the service offered is 

not operational, i.e. that it is essentially content, and when they do, they do not view such 

content as possibly value-laden, and thus refuse any responsibility for such content. This is a 

total disavowal of the cultural role performed by portal sites.  

                                              
207 Examples of such documents are Yahoo’s General Disclaimer and Excite’s and Web-Crawler's 
Terms of Service (Excite 1998, Web Crawler 1998, Yahoo 1998a). 
208 These disclaimers exist in striking contrast to the AOL/Bertelsmann agreement of the AOLeurope 
site, which notes the IM will ensure that the IM site is current, accurate and well organised at all times 
(AOL/B 1998:2). 
209 This paragraph addresses the question of terms of Service as distinct from Privacy Statements and 
Policies. An example of such a privacy statement is provided by Amazon.com and is available at 
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/subst/misc/policy/. 
210 The terms of service are available by clicking on the terms of service link on each of the front 
pages of the corresponding sites. The hyperlink changes.  MSN for example is available at 
http://www/home.microsoft.com/terms. 
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There are cases in which the illegitimacy of such a disavowal becomes more apparent. 

For instance, in the case of Geocities, a network of people on the Web umbrella undergone 

company, the Terms of Service/content guidelines state that nudity is not allowed in Geocities. 

To justify this decision, the company states:  

 

Our guidelines have been carefully crafted to maintain standards consistent with 
popular opinion of the Internet community and the societies of the world at large which 
include not allowing nudity or pornography (Geocities 1999a)  

 

Now such statement is inaccurate, since pornographic material provides a primary income on 

the Web, demonstrated by the fact that 'sex' is the number one search word (Search Net 1999) It 

does, however, betray the very distinctive flavour of Geocities as a place in cyberspace. 

Geocities is not merely a platform, it is a platform with an anti-pornographic bias (Geocities 

1999).211 

  

Accountability and authorship 

To sustain the notion of neutrality and functionality of structuration, sites brand their content, but 

are careful to distinguish such branding from authorship. The site or its pages are considered 

subject to copyright, but they are not considered to be value-laden or subjective in any way. 

Thus, they do not have an author. Each service/content/category offered does not have an editor, 

and no structuration or selection of Web material is authored. This is, of course, normal, since 

commercial transactions determine much of the material featured. The off-line equivalent would 

watching a entire channel's programming without anybody claiming responsibility for it.  

It is in order to purvey this notion that portal sites are neutral gateways to the Web, that 

portal sites do not assume any responsibility or authorship for the content featured. Authorship 

stands for subjective perspective, it is a synonym for personal, and thus the opposite of 

impersonal and objective. If content was authored, then it could not possibly be transparent. 

Web portal companies do realise, of course, that the inverse - that is, if something is not 

authored it is transparent - is not true. Of course, when authored, authorship is understood with 

reference to a particular text, which fails to acknowledge the idea that a Web page is much more 

then the text on it.  

This blindness to authorship is one step further on from the practice of claiming no 

responsibility for the accuracy or truthfulness of content, as described above. It is not only 

saying 'no responsibility', it is saying 'I did not write it'. It leads to the complete disavowal of the 

notion that portal are in any sense 'content providers'. This refusal to claim authorship for the 

                                              
211 This information is available under the Content Guidelines option available at the 
www.geocities.com site (Geocities 1998). 
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on-line experience aims to rid companies of any notion of accountability for it. If we were to 

ask: 'who is responsible for the on-line experience?', the populist answer is 'the user'.  

A simple example would be that of Yahoo! news. Yahoo news's 'help' contains an 

important disclaimer, in so far as it states that: 'Yahoo! does not write or edit any of the news on 

our sites. If you have comment about the tone, angle or accuracy or coverage of a story please 

address them to the news provider directly' A few lines above, it says 'Associated Press and 

Reuters provide news in almost all categories and they represent the majority of our daily story 

volume' (Yahoo 1999).212 

Here I wish to raise two sets of objections to such practices. Firstly, by saying that 

Yahoo! does not author the news in the Yahoo! site, Yahoo! assumes that this is the only type of 

authorship, and that that the site is merely the text, or the article. This is the off-line equivalent 

of saying the same story, whether it appeared in a newspaper or was broadcast, would appear 

exactly the same. Here are some examples that show a bias in the structure of the Yahoo! sites, 

bias pointing to the fact that the site is authored. The second, related set of questions has to do 

with the selection of the stories themselves. Do the AP and Reuters select the stories featured? 

And if so, how? 

 

Limited sources 

The user is given the illusion that, apart from categorising existing content, a portal does not 

affect what the user could access. Categorisation is always justified and presented as making a 

minimum number of value judgements so, for example, the terms 'useful', 'interesting' and 'new' 

are given to describe the information presented on a page. It is never revealed that the sources of 

this information are limited, or that the content which portals provide or point the user to, is 

limited and determined by commercial agreements with other companies. Portal sites point to 

content that is essentially supplied by companies with which portal sites have agreements. To 

take an example, Yahoo.com, under the category 'news', claims to offer a comprehensive news 

service, when in fact it features news content supplied mostly by Reuters, updated every hour. A 

study for Fair and Accuracy in Reporting showed that this covered-up agreement re-produces old 

media bias in the on-line world (Amster-Burton and Amster-Burton 1997:25). 

 

Customisation 

The promise to customise the on-line experience is one that is made by all portals. The idea of 

customisation itself mirrors certain Internetphilic assumptions, notably that Internet content 

serves the individual as opposed to the public and that the individual is a discrete, sovereign 

                                              
212 This information exists under the Help option on the Yahoo site. 
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being who can choose independently. Customisation is done on the behalf of one individual 

rather than a group. It is 'my news'. 

Setting such propositions aside, in actuality, customisation on-line means choosing 

from available sources as opposed to choosing independently from the entire Web (as implied). 

In each of the eight portal sites, the user is called to customise his or her pages, and in so doing 

to create a personal Web experience that meets his individual needs. The user soon discovers 

that this merely means choosing and formatting existing material and that one is only permitted 

to customise existing content. Adorno’s analysis of the culture industry describes the nature of 

such an illusion:  

 

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpetually promises. 
The promissory note which, with its plots and staging, it draws on pleasure is endlessly 
prolonged, the promise which is actually all the spectacle consists of is illusory; all it 
actually confirms is that the real point will never be reached, that the dinner must be 
satisfied with the menu.  

(Adorno and Horkheimer 1972:139) 
 
 
Ironically enough, a 'menu' is what major portals present their users with as customisation. The 
sentence used by Microsoft on its MSN site to reveal this limitation is somewhat ironic:  
 

MSN clips are quick bits of information available on the Web. They include top news 
stories video clips, stock quotes, and more. There is a wide array of Clips to choose 
from, allowing you to build your own unique MSN.com home page by adding or 
removing the Clips that are most useful to you. 

(MSN 1999) 
 

The promotion of customisation on-line is harmful not only because it makes false promises, but 

also because the illusion creates functions to legitimise the gathering of personal customer 

information by companies. By presenting customisation as beneficial for the customers and 

hiding the above limitations, companies justify their persistent demands for personal 

information when a user uses a site. Cookies (agents that follow a user in a site) and 

questionnaires all ask of the consumer to give up personal details and preferences. This 

aggressive marketing is presented not as a means for further financial exploitation, but as being 

in the user's interest. As MSN put it: 

 

The cookie enables the Site to recognise information that you have specifically and 
knowingly provided to the Site. This results in a more relevant and customised news 
experience.  

(MSN 1999)213  
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Web rings and other forms of structuration 

A further way in which commercial companies have sought to structure the Web is by creating 

Web rings. Web rings, which are 'rings' of Web pages and sites that are linked together, feature 

some 534,370 Web sites in 46,330 rings. The largest company orchestrating Web rings is 

Webring, featuring some 534,370 Web Sites in 46,330 rings. Its purpose is to serve 'three 

WWW groups visitors, member sites and advertiser-merchants'. Only advertiser merchants are 

charged, and each ring can be started by individual members.  

There are other forms of on-line promotion that operate in a similar fashion. A leading 

company providing on-line promotional material is Link-exchange, recently acquired by 

Microsoft. The services Link-exchange offers are telling in so far as they point to the nature of 

structuration on-line. As strategies, they articulate how the commercialisation of the Internet is 

affecting the Net architecture. Link-exchange has provided some 800,000 customers with four 

major services. The first is Banner Network, which invites Web site owners to gain exposure by 

showing advertisements on their sites in exchange for advertisements on other network sites. The 

second is Submit it, which is an automated service by which members can submit their pages to 

40 search engines. The third is the Express store: small companies can buy advertising 

campaigns on big companies' Web sites to generate publicity. Finally, there is click-trade, 

whereby small businesses create their own affiliate programs to expand revenues through 

referrals from other Web sites. Basically, what is being traded is links and customer clicks. 

The dishonesty which characterises the above structuration strategies should not be 

underestimated. The legitimacy of attempting to push an audience to a site should be 

questioned. The idea that an audience represents nothing but traffic should be also questioned. 

Such tactics may not really prove to be commercially successful or may not in fact result in the 

strict structuration of the Web. They do, however, have a further consequence, which has certain 

financial implications itself  

 

Deontology on-line and commercial sites 

Through advertising campaigns, marketing and promotion, as well as through the ideology 

described in Chapter 1, a notion of what on-line content is good, worthwhile or valuable is 

amalgamating. On-line content is traditionally presented as amorphous and such alleged 

disorganisation is employed as means for legitimising a commercial content structure as well 

perceptions about what the Web should be. What is emerging is a deontological code of on-line. 

Although perceptions of what on-line content should be are not entirely consolidated, they are 

slowly and steadily taking a form and shape. The first two of the characteristics of such form are 

functionality and customisation (analysed above), the third is the ability to cater for commerce. 

                                                                                                                                  
213 This information can be found under the Terms and Conditions option on the MSN site. 
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  a)Functionality  

A good Web site must be clearly structured, prioritising information and organising 

choices for the users. It must have a clear aim as to what the user will gain from being 

on the site. In order for this to be safeguarded, the site has to be a controlled 

environment. There has to be continuity and the site needs to provide the user with a 

notion of continuity, with a narrative.  

b)Customisation  

It is implied that sites do not cater for the general public but for individual users. A site 

that cannot do so is not professional enough.  

c)Commerce  

What is constantly implied is that the technical ability to carry e-commerce proves that 

a company is reliable and professional. This because the infrastructure and technical 

knowledge needed to maintain an on-line commerce site is greater than that required for 

a non-e-commerce site. Hence, slowly and steadily, e-commerce is legitimised as an 

indispensable feature of good on-line content. 

 

While one might think that the above characteristics are not ideologically charged, if one 

compares them with what is considered good journalism, for example, there are significant 

differences. Where signs of commercialisation in other communication mediums are considered 

to compromise communication and thus limit freedom, on the Web, the ability to carry 

commerce is a promise of security, professionalism and an extension of individual freedom.  

 

Search engines 

Search engines are devices which perform automated searches for the retrieval of particular on-

line material essentially functioning like catalogues of available resources. A vast amount of 

information about available resources is distributed by search engines and consequently that 

search engines are of paramount importance in structuring the on-line experience. Search 

engines have received little academic attention and their function is often considered to be 

technical, an operational matter of allocating attention to different Web-sites.   

Such perception is in striking contradiction to popular wisdom in business circles 

according to which the exposure and inclusion of a Web site in search engine databases is the 

primary task of on-line promotion and distribution. In fact such necessity has already been 

commercialised offered as a service by specialist companies. Consider the following advert, for 

example: 
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SalesSecrets.com is in the business of providing the Industry’s leading Search Engine 
Submission services. Our packages are geared towards businesses that are serious about 
not only putting their sites on Search Engines but also being at the Top of rankings, and 
seeing dramatic increases in Web traffic. 

(Sales Secrets. Com 1999) 
- 
Figure 5.9 Percentage of web pages indexed in Search Engines Source: SearchEngine 

Watch214 
 

As with portal sites increasing reliance on search engines stems partly from the construction of 

the Internet as a vast and chaotic landscape which search engines to an extent make more 

sensible. Many sites offering search services have evolved into portals and many portals offer 

search engines. Search engines have thus become gateways to the on-line world, offering 

services that go beyond merely indexing web pages. Search engines are more than on-line 

yellow pages. The issues relating to functions other than searching have been analysed above. 

Here we shall address the claim the search engines are automated yellow pages offering a 

neutral services to argue that the way in which search engines perform searches is not merely 

operational.  

To begin with, no existing search engine searches all existing Web pages. Estimates of 

how many pages there are on-line vary from 320 million to 275 million pages. No search engine 

has the entire Web indexed, and percentages vary, as shown in the Figure 5.9.   

 

If all these pages are not indexed, the number and type of Web pages that are becomes 

extremely important.215 The particularities of the indexing process are articulated in the tension 

                                              
214 This chart is available at http://www.searchenginewatch.com/reports/sizes.html. 
215 The fact that search engines do not list all pages was an issue in the popular press after an article 
that appeared in Science Magazine. The article claimed that no search engines list all pages and that 
engines such as Lycos, which claims to index 30 million pages, list a mere 8 million.  
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that unfolded between the search engine Lycos and Science magazine. The magazine, in its 

article ‘Web Search Engines Compared’, claimed that no search engine indexed the entire Web 

and that Lycos, who claimed to index 30 million pages, indexed a mere 8 million.216 The 

question then was whose claims should be believed. The answer to this question is both. If one 

takes a close look at the way Lycos indexes, one will see that Lycos tends to index well-

published sites - that is, sites that are popular in that they have many links to them. When 

performing an obscure academic search, few results will come up because not enough sites of 

this nature are indexed (Search Engine Watch 1997:3). Link popularity is also a factor in 

crawling and indexing for 4 major search engines: Excite, HotBot, Lycos and Web Crawler. 

Many search engines whose indexes are not up to date direct users to outdated or bad links: 1.6 

per cent of all Lycos' links are bad; 5.3 per cent of all HotBot links, 2 per cent of Excite and 2.5 

per cent for Alta Vista. The same discrepancies are true when search engines rank sites. For 

example, Web-crawler uses link popularity as part of its ranking method. This, of course, should 

not come a surprise since Lycos is legally bound to index all pages, as Lycos’ report mentions:  

The Web changes constantly and no searching or indexing techniques can possibly list 
all accessible sites. As a result Lycos inc. cannot and does not guarantee that your 
search results will be complete or that the links associated with the catalogued sites will 
be accurate at the time of your search. (Lycos 1999) 

                                              
216 The study was performed by the NEC Research Institute Princeton. 575 queries, taken from 3 
months worth of actual NEC employee queries (Science Magazine 1998). 
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America on-line: a case study of signposting 
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Introduction 

By pointing to a number of patterns of consolidation operating in the on-line world, Chapter 5 

sought to explain that on-line communication has to be viewed in its totality and that power in 

such a totality lies in the dynamic intersection of the industries that constitute it. This chapter 

will focus on a major industrial and cultural actor in such an intersection, one whose increasing 

power in shaping the boundaries of on-line experiences is paradigmatic for future developments. 

The major player in question is America On Line. It will be argued that AOL’s power lies in its 

ability to signpost users to particular content and to determine the structures and aesthetic 

conventions for the production of on-line content, thus facilitating commercialisation. In effect, 

AOL produces the narrative that forms the on-line experiences of its users by arranging a 

hyperlink environment for them. The creation and structuring of the hierarchy of the various 

contents involved in this on-line environment will be analysed and the ensuing of commercial 

and non-commercial content will be criticised. The distinctive character of the digital 

environment offered by AOL will be highlighted, and it will be argued that AOL presents its 

services as neutral when in fact they are not. Using AOL as a case study we will maintain that 

there is a tension between the ISPs' need to adhere to the pretence of on-line user freedom, 

presenting net experiences as inherently democratic, and providing content that is oriented 

towards profit making. What will be shown is that the aesthetic conventions for the former and 

those for the latter are very different. The above will clarify the link between the aesthetic, 

textual dimension of on-line environments and economic ownership, as well as the relationship 

between signposting and content, and advertising and content. 

To these ends the first section of this chapter describes the AOL venture, the Aol.com 

site and its implications for cyberspace. AOL was selected because it operates and aims for 

control of the different parts of the Internet economy. It is the only company that attempts to 

signpost a user from the beginning to the end of the on-line experience. The second section of 

the chapter builds upon the theory of signposting developed earlier and introduces a further case 

study in support of the theory. This focus is on-line news, and how signposting and setting of the 

news agenda operate on-line. The case study presented is that of Aol.com My News site and its 

operations in two distinctive periods. The site will be analysed as a cultural environment in its 

totality, as opposed to isolating the text available on-line during this period. It will be argued 

that, instead of being a neutral and benign bystander, giving access to a myriad sources of news 

world wide My News, is in fact a biased news service offering a very particular viewpoint, 

limiting users to certain resources on-line, signposting users to particular Web resources, and 

providing an authored, tightly structured environment with links only to mainstream Web 

resources. The chapter concludes that such signposting is normalised in the name of 

technological change when it is actually commercially driven. 
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              Section 1 

Aol.com217: a service that is synonymous to the Web experience 

This is a truly great opportunity to contribute more to the development of a 
revolutionary new medium and AOL’s emergence as a leader in this industry. We have 
made tremendous progress building a mass-market brand and leveraging the power of 
our rapidly growing audience. Now we are ready to marshal our full-scale partnerships 
and capabilities to create additional value across multiple brands.   
          
     (Pitman, President of AOL (AOL 1998:2)) 

 
AOL: we’re on mission to build a global medium as central to people’s lives as the 
telephone or television and even more valuable. 

(from the AOL Annual Report 1999 (AOL 1999) 

 

America On Line is the leading service provider on the Internet.218 It is a US$ 4.7 billion 

multi-brand new media company founded in 1985 which offered services long before the 

Internet became a popular medium. America On-Line has 12,100 full time employees, 17.6 

million members,219 and an estimated audience of 15 million Internet users. AOL also owns 

CompuServe Interactive Services with 2 million users world-wide. The company’s public 

company investments are valued at nearly US$200 million. 

 AOL considers itself a company competing in many different sectors of the on-line 

economy since the competitors mentioned in its on-line report vary from Yahoo, Lycos and 

Infoseek (the portals mentioned in Chapter 5) to global media companies and newspapers, 

including Walt Disney and CBS. In order to increase AOL’s competitiveness and following a 

strategy that aims at vertical integration, AOL acquired Netscape Co. and thus gained control of 

the Netscape browser. Other successful Internet content-related properties owned by AOL 

include AOL studios, Entertainment Asylum and ICQ, the leading communications portal for 

instant communications that has 42 million registrants. Furthermore Digital City Inc., a local 

content network and community guide which includes Digital City New York that has more than 

6 million visitors monthly. Finally according to company reports, AOL’s Web site, 

                                              
217 The analysis of AOL is partly based on the Aol.com site as downloaded on Monday, 10 August 
1998. The site was 67 Mbytes. The site was downloaded as a whole using Wget; such a program was 
configured to allow the downloading of the site itself as well as the links in the site. Links were 
downloaded up to the server in the eexi.gr domain named 'kaneli'. It took two days to download the 
entire site. The analysis is based on further browsing of the site, focusing on the programs offered on 
AOL Web Centres during September, October, November and December 1998, and January and 
February 1999.  
218 The research for this chapter was undertaken prior to the announcement of the merger of AOL and 
Time Warner is therefore not analysed at any great length in terms of how it will affect AOL's content 
ventures. Such an analysis would be speculative since the merger has not yet been finalised and AOL 
Time Warner’s operations have not been announced.  
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www.AOL.com is a successful property which claims to be the most accessed site from 

home.220  

AOL’s audience, which is more than its subscribers, is an estimated 19.5 million 

Internet users, that is, somewhat more than 15 per cent of the entire Web user population. A 

large percentage of the audience is composed of affluent Americans, in fact AOL advertises that 

'AOL’s mass-market audience brings together the largest concentrated group of upscale 

customers in the media world' (AOL Media Space 1998). In 1998, 63 per cent of members were 

college graduates, and 60 per cent professional executives, technical or academic, which spend 

15 per cent less time watching television than the general US audience. 24 per cent have an 

income of more than 100 thousand dollars and the rest an income of more then 60.000 dollars. 

More than half of the members are women which is due mainly to the company’s family profile 

described below (AOL Media Space 1998). 

AOL’s aim is to structure of the on-line experience of its users by providing the 

resources, chat rooms and software required to use the Internet and by suitably packaging 

available resources. The following extract from AOL 1998 company report clearly articulates 

AOL’s target: 'What this all reflects is our vision of 'AOL anywhere' – extending the AOL brand 

and experience wherever consumer demands and technology permit' (AOL 1998:2) (also see 

quote by AOL CEO below). Like the portal companies described in Chapter 5, AOL invests in 

presenting the Net as chaotic and then markets itself by promising to structure such an anarchic 

landscape and make the on-line experience possible. AOL promises to construct a journey 

throughout the Internet. The slogan communicating this promise is: 'sit back and enjoy the ride'. 

In the words of its CEO Steve Case:  

Putting the full power of AOL to work for all our brands will allow us to recognise the 
growing synergies between our subscription-based on-line networks, AOL and 
CompuServe and Studios and original content properties like Digital City Entertainment 
Asylum, Electra and Wordplay. 

  (AOL Press 1998:1)
  

AOL constructs a narrative for the user according to which, AOL substitutes cyberspace chaos 

with a safe, structured place, an authored experience. It furthermore presents such distinct 

authored space as synonymous to the Web. The narrative essentially structures221 the Internet 

experience by limiting the user to being a consumer. Furthermore, by segmenting and 

categorising such consumption, and by structuring his/her desires and requests. The intervention 

                                                                                                                                  
219 The 1997 company report estimates that AOL has 13 million member users counting other users in 
family households. At the end of 1997 AOL had 8.6 million members, in 1998 12.5 million members 
(AOL 1997). 
220 This information exists in the three recent AOL annual reports. There is no explanation as to what 
'from home' means. 
221 As mentioned before, this thesis makes no claims as to whether the attempts by Internet Service 
Providers to structure their users’ experiences are in fact successful. Therefore, the description that 
follows describes AOL’s intentions. 
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does not solely operate by limiting the way in which needs can be satisfied, but also by 

outlining the nature of these needs. In short, AOL defines the function of the Web for the user. 

It defines Web utility by inventing categories of content, packaging the content types desirable 

and placing these within a hierarchy. In company reports and corporate profile web pages 

aspects of this strategy are revealed to advertisers as a competitive advantage and are described 

as special retention programmes. As mentioned in AOL’s advertising brief : 'America Online 

utilises specialised retention programs designed to increase customer loyalty and satisfaction 

and to maximise customer subscription life' (AOL Advertising 1999). 

AOL’s attempted structuration is characterised by a number of features described with 

regard to companies in Chapter 5. It attempts vertical integration vis a vis the production of 

software and the buying out of software providers. Furthermore it positions the company’s 

central Web site, Aol.com, as its axis. It also manifests a need to describe the function of AOL 

as benign but, at the same time, indispensable to the user. Finally it exhibits naturalism, 

perpetuating the idea of technology behaving like a biological force. AOL’s TV advertisement 

for European viewers crystallises these issues. The advertisement stereotypically features a 

household in which two kids are 'playing' with the Internet. To their guidance and safekeeping 

comes AOL, symbolised on the screen by a transparent maternal character, a humanoid, which 

speaks and looks like a human but is clearly not one. The humanoid is transparent, and 

fluid…symbolising the neutrality and flexibility of the help AOL offers. The family scenario 

that unfolds presents AOL as a family service provider. The naturalism in operation is worth 

noting: AOL is presented as similar to a biological organism, as is also the unintended irony: the 

humanoid keeps the kids safe by installing on-line filters, but there is no mentioning of where 

the humanoid derived its power and legitimacy from. 

 

Software and browsing 

In recognising that structuring a Web experience involves more than just providing a company 

homepage AOL’s corporate strategy is based on intervening in the different industries involved 

in the Internet economy. This includes software and hardware: AOL’s acquisition of Netscape 

Communication positions AOL at the forefront of browsing software. As mentioned in Chapter 

5, AOL has also sought strategic agreements with Microsoft to make the AOL icon accessible 

via the desktop folder on the Windows 95 and 98 operating systems. In addition, AOL has 

agreements with hardware companies, including Compaq, Packard Bell, NEC and IBM, to 

ensure that pre-installed AOL software will be available by clicking on an AOL icon during the 

computer's initial set-up process (AOL 1998:7).  

When a user is using a computer or operating system with which AOL has an 

agreement, and the user subscribes to AOL, they are given a CD-ROM that contains AOL 

software, the AOL 4.0. The source code for the software as well as for any other AOL product 
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is kept secret. This software features the image of a 'key' constantly floating on it, thus 

communicating that AOL has is the 'key' to the Internet gateway. This software aims to intensify 

the signposting in question. It is constituted by a digital frame which animates the features that 

will be described below. The on-line experience with the software in question is dramatically 

different from the one examined in the following paragraphs. Those users actually using AOL 

as an ISP and as a content provider are faced with a far more structured experience.222 Though 

this environment cannot be exhaustively described within the limits of this chapter, it is useful 

to note that its structure and logic does follow the structure of the Aol.com site described below. 

This means that the cultural environment offered by the AOL site is different for AOL 

subscribers and for non-AOL subscribers. The main difference lies in the intensity by which 

users are signposted, the signposting being much more effective in conjunction with the relevant 

software. This chapter will focus on the non-member experience to show that even without the 

specialist software, the signposting strategy functions well, and to demonstrate how Aol.com’s 

publicly accessible aesthetic environments are constructed.  

 

The AOL.com site: signposting in the first instance 

AOL’s structuration creates a tightly signposted web of sites from which the users should not be 

compelled to exit. The site Aol.com lies at their centre, and is paradigmatic with regard to the 

digital environment that is on offer by AOL. In 1997 it was possible to download the Aol.com. 

The findings of this download are indicative with regard to the logic by which the site is 

structured. The entire Aol.com site was 67 MB, containing 4,000 separate files (there is no 

correlation between file and page) (AOL 1998a). These linked to only 300 hundred other sites at 

the first instance This means that where possible the user is provided with limited hyperlinks to 

resources outside the AOL domain. Of these 300 hundred, 60 links pointed the user to the 

search engine Yahoo, 150 are links to commercial sites and only 30 link the user to sites outside 

the US. This demonstrates that the hyperlink structure on offer caters for profit and is yielded 

towards US content. It is no longer possible to download the site to acquire additional hyperlink 

information and make any comparison. 

Aol.com is a tightly structured site manifesting conceptual and aesthetic coherence as 

well as consistency. This purveys the impression that Aol.com is a complete Internet experience 

- one that does not make it necessary for the user to leave the site or to follow the designated 

hyperlinks searching for another digital environment to experience a fulfilling on-line journey. 

                                              
222 The reason for which AOL dial-up is not the focus of this chapter is twofold. To begin with, AOL 
does not allow the downloading of material accessed through the AOL dial-up service, that is, not in its 
entirety. Furthermore, access to the US version of this software, which is the one used by the majority 
of members, is not available in Europe. Most importantly, it would not have been possible to examine 
or verify this chapter properly, unless the examiners themselves became members, since the content in 
question is not available to non-members. The second reason is that the site Aol.com is the most 
popular open site. Furthermore, it contains the majority of material accessed through the software. 
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This is achieved by the site’s architecture as well as by the format and design in which the 

content appears throughout the site. At a very basic aesthetic level, the entire site rests on the use 

of three basic colours: red, blue and white (black is used for letters only), the same colours that 

appear in the American flag. The colour red is used to frame a page, it provides the skeleton and 

designates 'structure'. The colour blue is used to connote hyperlinks. The function of the design 

in question will become more apparent when the packaging and structuring is further explored. 

There are two major levels at which packaging operates: the AOL menu and the Web centres. 
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 Figure 6.1 Aol.com 
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The AOL menu 

As with portal sites, the 'menu' is imperative for the orderly functioning of the site as a whole. 

When first entering Aol.com, and in every single page on the site, the user is confronted by a 

standardised red frame. This frame consists of five red boxes at the top of the screen repeated 

at its bottom end, as shown in Figure 6.1. These boxes are an on-line menu since they define 

the categories and, outline the choices offered by the Web. They also customise the accessible 

content. The choices presented are Netfind (AOL’s own search engine), Web centres, My 

news, Shopping and Free Products.223 The AOL front page is a breakdown of this menu, 

showing in more detail what each choice offers. This menu defines how one uses AOL and 

what one experiences on the Web, because for the new user it defines what one can expect to 

find on-line. It covers the whole of the user's potential experience of AOL, uniting existing 

material, and creating a feeling of continuity and safety. The construction of cyberspace as 

inherently chaotic and lawless helps to intensify these feelings. The user is meant to feel 

sheltered from getting lost in cyberspace, he/she is intended to feel that this Web site is safe, 

controlled and professional. This is the prototype of a commercial digital aesthetic. Implicit in 

its existence is the idea that 'professional' Web sites should offer similar customisation: a site 

that properly serves the public should have standard customised options that run throughout 

the whole of the site uniting the user's experiences, providing continuity and making surfing 

sensible. In other words, the power of categorising material, segmenting and signposting 

audiences is naturalised, and is built in aesthetic conventions of how on-line sites should be 

built. Hierarchising content is considered a process by which functionality is added to existing 

content. Consequently, an aesthetic that draws clear boundaries between Web pages is 

considered beneficial. The development of such aesthetic formats and conventions should not 

be taken lightly, for their film equivalent is the development of Hollywood aesthetics and 

narratives. Developing an aesthetic and design that categorises and frames information in neat 

segmented areas allows for further commodification and is therefore an ultimate goal for 

AOL. Spreading this approach to design is part of the AOL project. As it typically advises 

other Web site builders: 

 

People have short attention spans. Two minutes is about all the time people will spend 
doing any one thing anymore. What does this means to you? Make your pages clear, 

concise and to the point. If someone has to scroll down more than twice to get through 
your page, it’s too long. The best thing to do is to split up your data into clear categories 

(like Products, Services, Customers, etc.) instead of bombarding your visitors with 
information that they probably won’t read. 

(AOL Prime Host 
1998) 

                                              
223 In March 1999 this last option changed to Community. 
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A further dramatic consequence of the existence of this prototype is that it places the type of 

information available on AOL in a hierarchy. It puts certain types of content in the forefront. 

The most notable hierarchy is the one made between users pages and corporate pages. Simple 

user Web pages or Web pages of small businesses are kept in the background, unexposed. In 

fact, AOL packages all small content into one neat on-line virtual space named HomeTown 

AOL. HomeTown AOL is an AOL packaged 'community' where one can find all individual 

user and business homepages, and is only accessible through the 'Free Products' option in the 

main AOL menu. What the existence of HomeTown achieves is to create a dichotomy between 

individual Webcasting and professional Webcasting. It creates the idea that there is a qualitative 

distinction between individually produced communication and company produced 

communication. The implication is that company produced content is more 'professional' and 

thus better. The lack of values and standards in the area of Webcasting means that the nature of 

professionalism which HomeTown pages supposedly lack is never made explicit. The hierarchy 

between HomeTown pages and other ones only functions to consolidate the idea that Internet 

user sites are distinct from the sites of institution in that they are less professional and less 

reliable. This is attempted in an attempt by large companies to produce such values and 

standards for Web casting. 

In the HomeTown AOL virtual space, AOL once again customises the Web pages 

available in 11 categories. These include: Business Park, Cultures and Beliefs, Education and 

News and Entertainment. Such categorisations, like the categorisations mentioned in Chapter 5, 

are quite problematic if one compares them to the Dewey Decimal Classification system. For 

example, Philosophy and Politics can be found under Cultures and Beliefs, between Ethnicity 

and Religion. According to the DDC, however, Philosophy is a larger category of knowledge 

then the others. There are also omissions, one of these being that there is no performing arts or 

theatre category in entertainment.  

Any AOL member who desires to have a Web page, i.e. a large percentage of the 19 

million AOL users, can create content for HomeTown AOL. Those users contributing content 

have to comply with the so called 'community standards'. This because according to AOL 'it is 

essential that content reflects our community standards and we may remove any member pages 

if in our judgements it does not meet those standards' (AOL Hometown 1999). These standards 

are essentially terms of use for the HomeTown AOL environment and are available for 

download to contributors. They give absolute editorial control to AOL in so far as HomeTown 

is concerned and because they are rather vague, they give AOL even more control, since they 

cannot easily be challenged. So, for example, 'explicit/vulgar/obscene language' is not permitted, 

'racial ethnic or otherwise objectionable content' is not permitted, neither is 'advice on how to 

make bombs'  (AOL Hometown 1999). It is unclear what these prohibitions exactly mean or 
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whether there is an appeal mechanism. The editorial control imposed extends to the digital 

design and the aesthetic layout of the content posted since according to the HomeTown AOL 

community standards, users who contribute information to HomeTown AOL are not permitted 

to eliminate the HomeTown Frame set. This is a major content intervention in aesthetic terms, 

its terrestrial equivalent would be to make anyone broadcasting on access TV speak from behind 

the same desk, using the same studio, wearing the same clothes (Hometown AOL 1999).  

The intervention in business-related HomeTown AOL pages is equally dramatic. No 

small business is allowed to make any on-line transactions or payments (e-commerce is not 

allowed), and AOL also reserves the right to terminate any links to outside commercial sites 

beyond HomeTown as well soliciting for advertisers and sponsors. Furthermore the categories 

for business available are predefined,224 the user can choose a category of interest or area of 

concern from the existing ones, but cannot choose what content is displayed. 

 

Signposting the community with a family flavour  

Despite hiding community content in the background, the idea of a community is very important 

to AOL. Community, which is distinct from society, refers to the aggregate of the individuals 

sharing the AOL experience. This becomes apparent when one reads the community guidelines 

available, which insist that there is a distinctive on-line community flavour that they obey (AOL 

Community Guidelines 1999).  

The community-friendly profile, that which asserts that AOL is a distinct safe place for 

community to flourish, is part of the narrative constructed for the AOL user and has a family-

friendly orientation. AOL markets itself as the family provider and the advert described at the 

beginning of this Chapter typifies this. So does the existence of parental controls as an option for 

all AOL users. According to the age of a family’s children, AOL allows parents to filter 

unacceptable material. In fact, the notion of safety from the chaos of cyberspace becomes very 

important. The family is presented as the discrete unit whose interests need to be safeguarded 

from the anomie of cyberspace and, thus, stands for order, while AOL also features a Kids 

Channel, as a safeguard for the community and the family. AOL provides original content, 

somewhat gendered. Community and family are aspects of society, normalised to the extent that 

safeguarding them is presented as a neutral task In other words, AOL’s strong community and 

family ethos is not considered a bias, but the exemplification of normality. Such normalisation is 

the result of AOL’s customising related services for households, rather than for individuals.  

 

 

 

                                              
224 The only time when the user can include non-AOL chosen material is under 'my picks featured 
sites.' 
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The Netfinder  

AOL also provides a search engine for its users and visitors. It would be inaccurate to say that 

this is an independent service run by AOL, since AOL provides its users with special branded 

version of the search engine Excite for the US and a special branded version of the search 

engine Lycos for Europe. This means that for America, Netfinder has some 55,000 Web pages 

indexed in its database, this in itself is a very limited selection of existing Web pages (AOL 

Netfinder 1999). There are various interesting features that further structure the information 

provided. All searches have to be words entered in Webster’s dictionary. Web pages in 

languages that are not major European languages may be listed, but they cannot be read (they 

require a change of fonts). It is also worth noting that the search engine is actually advertised as 

the search engine that finds things as opposed to one that performs complicated searches.  

 

AOL’s Web centres225  

 
WE ORGANISE THE WEB FOR YOU! 

(the advertising slogan underneath Web centres) 

 

AOL Web centres dominate the AOL.com site, as well as the AOL virtual space as a whole, 

because they function as gateways to the on-line experience. There are 16 Web centres, referred 

to as channels, including: Entertainment, News, Personal Finance, Business & Careers, 

Autos, Health, International, Travel, Computing, Sports, Local, Research & Learn, Home 

& Garden, Pictures & Albums. Web centres are described by AOL as a means of organising 

the Web (see quote above). Web centres structure available content and signpost to particular 

sites. With the pretence such service is ultimately beneficial for the user, AOL advertises such 

content structuring. It furthermore presents its preference towards using and exposing the content 

produced by leading media partners as unproblematic. Consider, for example, the following 

extract from the company profile:  

 

AOL has packaged its content into categories of information or channels, which are 
represented as buttons on the main channel’s screen. These channels contain original 
AOL content, information from leading media partners and links to related areas on the 
Web'… 'The Packaging of top Web programming, products and services into one easy 
to use Web site Aol.com makes it convenient for Internet users and AOL members 
world-wide to locate useful information on the Web and communicate, family and 
business colleges.  

(AOL 1998)  
 

AOL’s admittance that the content featured in Web centres is selected from leading media 

partners contradicts its claim that it is providing a neutral organisation of Web content. Further 
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evidence against such claim comes from the selection of categories via which the Web content is 

structured. The selection omits central categories of content and information and it organises 

some of the others badly. For example there is no Art or Education category Moreover, there is 

no main category from which political, governmental or NGO material can be accessed. This is 

an example of a profit-oriented and commercial bias, and falls far short of the standards that 

AOL itself has set. It clearly breaches AOL’s promise to shareholders AOL corporate members  

 

believe the Internet will help reconnect people with their sense of civic community and 
with their elected leaders. So we are working to develop innovative models for 
effectively using the online medium to allow citizens to become more engaged in the 
political process.  

(AOL 1998) 
 

 With no politics option on the menu, this is hardly effective. Finally we also meet with the 

fundamental problem as to how the categories provided can in fact group distinctive bodies of 

knowledge, and what bodies of knowledge they link to. Unfortunately, no methodology or logic 

which guides the structuration in question is provided, no account of how these categories 

function or are related is given. To this added is the specific contradiction produced by the 

existence of the category 'International'. This category essentially undermines AOL’s distinct 

effort to present AOL service as global, since it implies that AOL considers America its base. 

 

Advertising, programming and commerce 

AOL incorporates commercial uses of the Internet as part of its service with US$ 439 million in 

advertising, commerce and other revenues for 1998. This is a 71 per cent increase from 1997 

(advertising and electronic commerce fees increased by 159 per cent in 1998) (AOL 1998:6). In 

fact, the e-commerce aspects of the Internet are ones that AOL promotes with noteworthy 

results: 84 per cent of its users have window shopped and 44 per cent bought products on-line. 

AOL has closed fifty agreements valued at 1 million pounds with commerce partners, while 

Unilever has agreed to market 100 of its brands on AOL (AOL 1998). In addition, two-year 

pacts worth 100 million dollars have been made with leading on-line brokerage firms for premier 

placement in the Brokerage Centre in AOL’s Personal Channel. Shopping is one of the five key 

items featured on the standardised menu bar, offering shopping in 17 categories and store listings 

of more than 130 stores. Of course the shopping categories are not neatly separated from Web 

centres, and Web centre information often refers one to a shopping category signposting the user 

to the relevant shopping site, the Autos and Travel channel being an example of this. In the 

Business and Careers Channel, the front page features a 'great deals' column with links to good 

                                                                                                                                  
225 The analysis presented is based on the information available at http://www.aol.com/webcenters/. 
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Web-shopping skills deals, while the same 'great deals' feature exists on the Entertainment 

channel front page. 

Another problematic example of AOL’s normalisation of the blending of commerce and 

communication can be found in AOL’s service for dial-up subscribers. The service links member 

users to a news site that features similar content to the one described here, but with some 

exceptions. One of the channels available is News. There are some extra options categorising the 

news content, including the option SHOP which takes the user to an OUT THERE NEWS 

SHOP. Here, the user can buy products relating to news. Including a shopping feature on a news 

Channel is the equivalent of allowing teleshopping in terrestrial news and is, thus, hardly a 

value-free symbiosis. A similar link between communication content and advertising is made. In 

fact, AOL offers advertisers the opportunity to establish an integration with AOL programming 

areas through Market Centres.  

AOL’s attitude to on-line commerce and advertising exemplifies why e-commerce and 

e-communication cannot coexist un-problematically on-line. AOL constantly integrates 

commercial services and commercialised information without paying any attention to how this 

influences the content offered. This is partly achieved by not clarifying for the user the 

boundaries between e-commerce and e-communication and blurring the lines between 

advertising and content. The blurring of traditional lines between advertising and editorial 

content, of commerce and content, is not considered problematic by AOL officials. According to 

the head of AOL’s flagship service  

 

This medium is very different from magazines, where the rules of the road have been 
codified over the years. Our users do not care what the financial relationship is between 
us and the provider of the content they see. They care about whether it is convenient 
and does what they want it to do.  

(Hansell and Harmon 1999)  
 

 

Systematic contradictions 

The above analysis points to a set of repeated contradictions and biased practices also evident in 

our discussion in Chapter 5. At the heart of the problem lies a refusal on the part of the 

companies in question to admit that there are mediating on-line experiences. Such a refusal and 

denial of responsibility may stem from marketing needs or from the hegemonic position that 

Internetphilia’s second articulation has in the business world. On-line providers are providing 

Channels, categories and content without really reflecting upon the differences between the 

three. There is no acceptance that normative claims should be made about the function of the 

different services provided. Such normative claims are not made a priori; because it is 

supposedly the user who defines the utility of a category, genre or content. In the case of AOL, it 

clearly is not so.  
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The above analysis has shown that merely to avoid asking the question 'what is the aim 

of on-line structuration?' does not dispense with it. The analysis presented in Section 2 will 

attempt to show how such systematic avoidance can raise severe problems for a genre that has 

traditionally been defined by a rather strict set of normative claims about its function in a liberal 

democratic society. In other words, a service provider’s desire that content should be anything 

whatsoever does not mean that content is not in fact something concrete. 
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SECTION 2 

 

News on-line and the withering away of the fourth estate 

 

It has been pointed out throughout Chapters 5 and 6 that companies on the Web show a 

reluctance to assume the position of content providers, if that means assuming responsibility and 

authorship of the material posted on Web sites. One can note a general pretence of neutrality and 

functionality in the way in which on-line content services are presented. This makes the 

distinction between different on-line genres hazy and the boundaries and ethical codes of 

practice for each on-line genre difficult to pinpoint. There is a fundamental question as to 

whether on-line genres are the on-line equivalents of off-line genres226 and should be analysed 

as such. This problem not withstanding, the case of on-line news as provided by AOL has been 

selected in order to explore the dynamic between portal sites and news on-line, for on-line news 

is paradigmatic of a more general argument regarding to the problems involved in the 

development of on-line genres, on-line structuration and signposting, because it allows one to 

stretch and debate the issues raised in Chapter 5 and 6 to their limits. This is so mainly for the 

three reasons which follow. 

   First, there is an institutionalised body of news organisations, on-line and off-line, that 

can serve as the body of resources against which AOL coverage is compared. This will 

crystallise the objections against portals raised in Chapter 5; namely, that as gateways to any 

area of knowledge, portal sites do not provide a balanced and fair access to all existing 

resources, but signpost users to particular resources. With regard to news on-line in particular, 

one should note that there were 3,622 newspapers on-line in 1997,227 out of these 43 per cent, a 

total of 1,563 newspapers, are located outside the US, and that furthermore there were 728 

European newspapers on-line in 1997 (Meyer 1999:1). The number of newspapers on-line is a 

subset of the total universe of news sites on-line, and as such, provide a figure against which 

AOL’s coverage can be compared to since the subset of 3,622 is definitely smaller then the total 

universe of news outlets available. 

 Second, the argument that an on-line provider produces a digital environment 

constituted by a collection of content and hyperlinks which have to be analysed as a whole,228 is 

                                              
226 The definition of the concept of a genre adopted here is put forth by Hartley in 'Key Concepts In 
Communication and Cultural Studies.' According to Hartley genre is the recognised set into which the 
output of a medium may be classified (O’Sullivan et al. 1994:127).  
227 The data here is taken from the most recent available data from the American Journalism Review 
available on the web at http://ajr.newslink.org. 
228 That, is as opposed to one single web-page. 
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crystallised in the case of on-line news. What will be argued is that on-line news providers set 

the agenda for users by offering an organised digital environment composed by hyperlinks, 

visuals and audio-textual information. Characteristic is the fact that some news organisations 

have opted to promote the idea that an on-line news site is a discreetly separated 'place' for 

which they guarantee certain standards, and outside the bounds of which they bear no 

responsibility to the user. For example, on the New York Times Website, when hyperlinks are 

incorporated into a story, and the user chooses to follow these hyperlinks and click out of the 

New York Times Website, a warning pops up on the screen informing the user that he/she is in 

fact exiting the New York Times site. As Rob Fixmer, editor of Cybertimer, the section of the 

Times site featuring original material, states:  

 

Our Job is to share as much information as possible, we have to have enough faith in 
our reader that, when we send them to a site, they will make an informed,  intelligent 
decision about what they are seeing. 

(Lynch 1998:5)   
 

The final reason for selecting on-line news as the focal point of empirical research is that in the 

case of news, the responsibility for providing users with fair and balanced access to views and 

links presented on a news site extend beyond the claims made by on-line service providers. This 

because they relate and echo the dominant perception of the role of news for the well 

functioning of the democracy, referred to as the fourth estate.  

The fourth estate model is outlined in liberal functionalist rhetoric which is influential 

within the US. According to the rhetoric the media has three functions imperative to democracy: 

first, it provides information229 and educates the sovereign electorate, second, it scrutinises the 

government and state, acting as a public watchdog230 and third, but most importantly, it 

homogenises, harmonises and unifies the multiplicity of heterogeneous elements that constitute 

contemporary liberal societies. News thus aids the aggregation of political opinions in society, 

and provides a neutral space for critical debate between elites so that the society's goals and 

aims can be reconfigured. And again, the media keep society alert to possible ‘disorders’ so that 

the correct policies for coping with them can be implemented. Furthermore, it makes the 

sovereign more politically aware and facilitates the election process. Journalists are 'public 

watchdogs' (see Ganz 1980:293). The above mean news should ideally be kept free of any 

external constraints as Alexander notes 'in the ideal-type of a differentiated situation, the news 

media is structurally free of directly inhibiting economic, political, solidary, and cultural 

entanglements' (Alexander 1981:33). 

                                              
229As Ganz puts it 'the news media's primary purpose is to inform the audience' (Ganz 1980:291). 
230Ganz actually names journalists 'public watchdogs' (Ganz 1980:293). 
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The links between the fourth estate model and the Internet are generic, as described in 

Chapter 1 and 4 (with reference to the free market place of ideas), and are on the increase since 

the Monica Lewinsky affair and the publication of the Starr Report on-line. Such generic links 

are apparent: if the vision coming to life on-line is that of a world with no mediation, where 

every citizen is a journalist and broadcaster, than the Internet allows every individual to become 

the fourth estate and every on-line news provider to be a watchdog. The question raised in this 

case study is whether in fact the institutions operating on-line can influence the on-line news 

production process or are automatically neutral aggregators operating to solely enable the 

plurality of independent voices to be heard. Neutrality in newsgathering is an objective for both 

on-line news portals and fourth estate rhetoric. This objective has been one that journalists and 

media organisations have struggled for; in their company reports and site AOL and other portal 

sites claim that such a struggle is not necessary because, as regards the Internet, neutrality is not 

a social 'function' but an automatic technological reality. 

The case of on-line news exemplifies the questions raised in the thesis as a whole. This 

because if portal sites and AOL define themselves as transparent neutral mediators that are 

performing solely operational functions, what will occur when claims to such transparency are 

made with regard to an area that has traditionally been charged with performing a very 

important civic function? Thus the case studies to follow focus on how far AOL My News, a 

new on-line News service, that is one with no prior journalistic experience or record, can retain 

the idea of a neutral bystander without consciously aspiring a fourth estate function.  

 

AOL My News 

The AOL news site has a 15.4 million audience reach, which positions it at the top of the ratings 

for on-line news (Media Matrix 1998). The site can be accessed through the main AOL menu or 

from the red frame bar that appears on the top of every AOL page. The headline news of the 

hour appears in a box on the top of the Aol.com front page (Figure 6.1), often amalgamated 

with e-commerce content. For example, on the fourth of July in 1999, the story on the NATO 

bombing of Serbia was literally in the same box as an e-commerce offer (a click and buy offer). 

The same font was used for both the story and the offer appearing in the box to the extent that 

they were not easily distinguishable.231 A single story on the Aol.com site constitutes the news 

headline for the entire Aol.com site.232 News is updated more than once a day so this story 

may change throughout the day. Clicking on both the headline, the news or the My News button 

takes the user to the main news site called My News pictured in Figure 6.2. 

                                              
231 Such mixing of e-commerce and e-communication neatly fits in rule nine for ‘surviving the digital 
economy’ outlined by Schwartz. The rule prescribes that e-commerce should be ingrained in everything  
( Schwartz 1999:100)  
232 There have been times in which two headline stories have appeared. For example, during the 
Colorado shootings (20/04/99) there was one headline about the war and one on the shootings. 
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The claim that AOL is in fact a neutral bystander in the news production process is 

made in AOL’s on-line statements with regard to the site’s function. For example, from 1999 

onwards, the definition of My News, provided upon request to users inquiring upon the nature 

of the service offered, was 'a premier customisable news source on the Internet' aiming to 

provide the user with his/her preferred news (AOL My News 1999). The characteristics of the 

service in question are not explained further. One notes an absence of a coherent strategy as to 

how AOL will in fact be a neutral bystander in news production. This goes hand in hand with an 

absence of references to the legacy of news as a genre throughout the My News site. How the 

service’s core promise, that is to be a 'customisable news source' will be realised is not 

explained or problematised by AOL. What is instead, implied is that such neutrality and 

customisation is an automatic and neutral task. Such lack of reflection and problematisation as 

to what news production, sourcing or customisation entails, as well as an absence of a coherent 

vision of how the neutrality desired will be achieved, is further reflected in AOL’s advice for 

consumers who do not want to customise the News site. The advice provided for users is simple 

'if you‘d rather not personalise your news, we automatically offer you a version of My News 

featuring the most popular233 news and information categories!' (AOL My News 1999).  

Implicit in such advice is a correlation between popularity and neutrality. It is tacitly maintained 

that responding to the choices made by the majority of users is in fact equivalent to being 

neutral. Such a correlation has been criticised in Chapter 2. Moreover the analysis of My News 

site below will establish that popularity is not the way in which news makes it to the AOL web 

site. 

The employment structure and composition of the AOL.com234 news team also 

manifests AOL’s reluctance to define its service as news content provision. AOL’s My News 

claims to have a dedicated team of writers, editors, producers and engineers to provide the best 

customised news service on the Web. There are, however, no journalists employed (or at least if 

there are they are never featured, they never author the content, and their names are not 

available as part of staff).235 The team is composed of 13 engineers, 4 people in Question & 

Answer, 3 business specialists, 7 senior members in managing positions, and 6 production 

workers. Moreover the My News site does not have an editor, it has a Product/Program 

Manager. Implicit in the employment structure of My News is the assumption that the Internet 

eradicates the central paradox of US journalism, produced by the symbiosis of commerce and 

                                              
233 It has to be noted here that pornographic material is the most popular material on-line, but AOL 
does not have pornographic related stories on its headlines. 
234 This information is available under the Help and the About hyperlink on the AOL My News Site. 
235 The amount of information available by AOL was very limited during the course of this research. 
No access to the company or internal information about AOL was obtained, despite efforts. It is worth 
noting however that AOL substantially changed the AOL front page a month and a half after a letter 
pointing to the weaknesses of the Site was written. 
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Figure 6.2 The My News Site – Source: www.aol.com 
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journalism,236 which according to Schudson still troubles the journalistic profession. As 

Schudson notes:  

 

Nothing in the new technologies alters the central paradox of American journalism: that 
independent, unlicensed professionals, entrusted with a vital public function, are 
employed by intensely competitive commercial organisations with neither legal 
obligation nor, very often, traditions of loyalty to public service. 

(Schudson 1996:8)  
 

Such a paradox does not concern AOL’s My News product manager because as he himself 

declares on the site his 'current goals in life are to work to make My News the greatest thing 

since the dawn of creation and to have a blast doing it. So far, not doing too bad on either goal 

(my emphasis).'. To this statement he adds the following 'When not working or working (sic), I 

can usually be found vegging out on a lounger chair at the beach, losing money playing pool, 

watching CNN in anticipation of the ‘Breaking News' music , or spending gobs of time with 

Jen.' (Bill Firshing 'Personal Bio'237). B.Firshing’s vision of the My News site is, to say the 

least, inadequate since it aspires to transform the site into ' the greatest thing' and manifests no 

ethical journalistic anxieties, as to how this will occur. 

 

Structuring My News 

The structure of the news site produced (see Figure 6.2) is important for our analysis, as the 

argument put forward in this chapter and Chapter 5 is that it is not only the text that forms on-

line cultural environments but the whole of a site. By examining the  My News site as a whole 

and the hyperlinks to other sites offered we comprehend how signposting in on-line news is the 

off-line equivalent of agenda setting. There are thus two levels at which the My News site can be 

analysed, because there are two primary ways in which the My News site sets the news agenda. 

The first level is similar to print media or even TV news, in which a qualitative content analysis 

would suffice to prove there has been a selection of particular sources and that news have been 

framed in a particular fashion to produce a particular news agenda. The second level is 

essentially a second order agenda setting and involves the site’s hyperlink structure and its on-

line design. The hyperlink structure refers to links to external sites or Web pages such as news 

stories and Web pages. On-line design refers to the general way in which the My News site is 

structured as part of the wider environment produced by AOL. The My News site therefore 

includes the totality of the hyperlinks provided (sources) on the site and the hierarchical 

relationship between them. These are measured against the imaginary totality of sources that 

could exist. Such a totality of AOL-provided hyperlinks is the authored environment provided by 

                                              
236 This matter was explored at length in Chapter 4 with reference to the US paradigm for 
telecommunications. 
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AOL to its users, it is 'the work'.238 This chapter will attempt to show that this second level of 

determination of content, essentially signposting, produces biased news coverage.  

 

The structure of My News 

The main default My News site is organised around a central page called 'front page', and the 

rest of the site is subdivided into 5 sections: News, Business, Sports, Entertainment, 

Weather. News was the section chosen as the most important for the purposes of the current 

analysis. The Front Page by default features Top Stories and Front Page headlines. Under 

Front Page headlines the headlines of News Stories, Business Stories, Sport Stories, 

Business Stories and Technology are featured. On the left hand side of screen there is a frame 

in pale yellow, that features other links and sources on offer by default. The frame appears on 

every single page on the AOL My News site, it is the frame which sets the agenda in a second 

order since it provides the environment within which most news stories and other options are 

contextualised. In the Front Page the options given in this frame are: 

 

1. Welcome my news, the link that allows customers to customise their news feed 

2. Weather  

3. Stocks and a default portfolio 

4. Scoreboard ( Sport results) 

5. The Lighter Side: Ann Landers, Buzzsaw, Today’s Crossword 

6. Daily Briefing: CNN Top Story, The Wall Street Journal Hourly Business Updates,  

       Warner Bros Hip Clip 

7. Featured Sites 

Figure 6.3 The front page options on the My News site (not as pictured on site) - Source: 
www.aol.com 
 

The default categories 1 to 7 around which information is organised in the AOL My 

News default frame are not neutral. On the contrary we maintain that they engineer a particular 

user profile around a threefold axis: an interest in data as opposed to opinion, an interest in 

sports and economics as part of everyday life, and an interest in customising news. The user 

catered for is one in need of simple, accurate, controllable news. The rhetorical style selected to 

label the categories of information available reflects their social and ideological consequences 

(Van Dijk 1991:116). The use of simple small words, the emphasis on currency and 

customisation, as well as the appearance of the possessive pronoun 'My', written in capitals, 

connote that the control is lies with the user. Furthermore the use of the word 'Lighter' in option 

                                                                                                                                  
237 This ‘Personal Bio’ is available under the About hyperlink on the AOL My News Site. 
238 The claim put forth here is not that a user cannot click out of such work, but rather that the 
structures that would deter the user from doing so are visible. 
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5 and 'featured' in option 7 imply that the remaining categories available are not edited, or 

authored and they are 'serious'. The absence of opinion ingrained in the news provided is further 

certified by the non existence of an editorial. Finally there is no politics section, an omission 

meant to reconfirm the absence of a viewpoint in the news presented.   

The categories selected by AOL reconfirm that the news agenda is set for a user that is 

interested in finance since omitted categories include arts, education.  

Setting the problem of categories aside it is worth noting that the default hyperlinks to 

external sites take the user to mainstream Web sites.  

The above criticisms of the news agenda on offer disregard AOL’s assertion that the 

news agenda on AOL is customisable. The name of the news site -'My News'- implies that the 

user can customise content to meet his or her interests and needs. Its appearance in the AOL 

format that runs throughout AOL functions as a reminder that the user has the ultimate control of 

what she/he views and that the user can customise on-line content to meet their needs and 

interests. If such claim is true, then it is the user who signposts his journey through cyberspace. 

However when attempting to customise My news, the limitations of customisation become 

immediately apparent. Each customisable link (see Figure 6.4) takes the user to a list of 'other 

links' from which the user can choose, a agenda 'a la carte'! Figures 6.5, 6.6 and 6.7, show some 

examples of the options given to a user for customising content, examples that typify the 

limitations in question: 
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Personalise Your Front Page
(optional) 
News 
Top News 

Top International News 
Top Political News 
Business 
Top Business News 
Top Technology News 
Markets 
Columns 
Sports 
Top Sports News NBA 
NHL 
College Hoops (M) 
College Hoops (W) 
College Football 
College Hockey 
MLB 
NFL 
MLS 
Entertainment 
Movies and Film 
Television and Video 
People 

Customise Your Daily Briefing  

 
Daily Briefing provided 
by RealNetworks 
ABCNews Headlines  
Air Force Radio News  
Air Force News And Views  
Ask Dr. Science  
Daily Yomiuri  
Earth & Sky Blue Moons  
FOX News - Headlines  
History Channel.com: This Day In History NetRadio
News  
NetRadio This is True, Really News I Don't Know
Any More!!  
PNO Radio News  
News About The Gay Community 
Pacifica Network News Bombs Increasing  
The World Kosovo Talks Get Green Light  
Yomiuri News Stream – Japanese 

Figure 6.4 Lists of the customisation options available to the user for customising the My News 
Front Page and Daily Briefing - Source: www.aol.com 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Customise your headlines  
 
News 
 News : Top Reuters News 
 News : International : Top News 
 News : Washington : Top Political News
 News : Top News 
 News : Calendars and Recaps 
 News : US Elections 
 News : International 
 News : National 
 News : News Analysis 
 News : Opinions and Editorials 
 News : Science 
 News : Washington 
 News : Washington : White House 
 

Business 
 Business : Top News 
 Business : Technology : Top News 
 Business : Government 
 Business : Calendars and Recaps 
 Business : Columns and Consumer News
 Business : Earning Reports 
 Business : Trade 
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 Business : Industry News : Industry 
 Business : Markets 
 Business : Markets : Stocks 
 Business : Technology 
 
 
 
Sports 
 Sports : Top Reuters News 
 Sports : Major League Baseball 
 Sports : National Basketball Association
 Sports : National Football League 
 Sports : National Hockey League 
 Sports : NCAA Football 
 Sports : NCAA Men's Basketball 
 Sports : NCAA Women's Basketball 
 Sports : NCAA Hockey 
 Sports : Major League Soccer 
 
 
Entertainment 
 Entertainment : Arts and Culture 
 Entertainment : Computers and Online 
 Entertainment : Industry News 
 Entertainment : Movies and Film 
 Entertainment : Music 
 Entertainment : People 
 Entertainment : Reviews 
 Entertainment : Television and Video 
 Entertainment : Theatre 
 

 
Figure 6.5 A list of options for 
customising news headlines  
 Source: www.aol.com 
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Edit Featured Sites 
Please use the list below to
customise your featured sites.  
Simply click within  
the checkbox to select  
or unselected a particular topic. 
You may select up to 30 topics.
 
 

Albuquerque Journal  
 Anchorage Daily News  
 Anderson Herald-Bulletin  
 Arizona Republic  
 Arkansas Democrat-Gazette  
 Atlanta Journal-Constitution  
 Baltimore Sun  
 Billings Gazette  
 Boston Globe  
 Boston Herald  
 CBS News  
 CBS News  
 CNN  
 Fox News 
Charleston Gazette  

 Charlotte Observer  
 Chattanooga Free Press  
 Chicago Sun-Times  
 Chicago Tribune  
  

  
 Cincinnati Enquirer  
 Cleveland Plain Dealer  
Commercial Appeal Daily
Oklahoman  
 Dallas Morning News  
 Denver Post  
 Desert News  
 Detroit Free Press  
 Detroit News  
Fargo Forum Hartford Courant

 Honolulu Star-Bulletin  
 Houston Chronicle  
 Indianapolis Star and News  
 Kansas City Star  
 Las Vegas Review-Journal  
 Las Vegas Sun  
 Los Angeles Times  
 Louisville Courier-Journal  
 MSNBC  
 Manchester Union Leader  
 Miami Herald  
 Milwaukee Journal Sentinel  
 Minneapolis Star Tribune  
 Mobile Register  
 Nando.Net  
 New York Daily News  
 Wichita Eagle 

New York Post  
 Newark Star Ledger  
 Newport News Daily Press  
 Newsday  
Oregonian  
 Philadelphia Inquirer  
 Pittsburgh Tribune-Review  
 Portland Press Herald  
 Providence Journal-Bulletin  
 Rocky Mountain News  
 Salt Lake Tribune  
 San Antonio Express-News  
 San Francisco Chronicle  
 San Francisco Examiner  
 San Jose Mercury News  
 Seattle Times  

 Slate  
 St. Louis Post-Dispatch  
 St. Paul Pioneer Press  
 The New York Times  
 The State  
 The Washington Post  
 USAToday  
 Virginian 

   Figure 6.6 A list of featured media sites for customising the My News site
  Source: www.aol.com 
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The above choices for customising 'Featured Sites' as shown in Figure 6.6 link to 76 sites. These 

are exclusively US based. The quantity of hyperlinks to other sources available is only 4.6 per 

cent of the total amount of newspapers available in the US. If it is a plurality of viewpoints that 

AOL aims at, then there are notable omissions. The chosen sites clearly belong to the 

mainstream, as they are sites owned and managed by successful media companies The 

alternative US press is not represented, for example the Red Pepper, Paper Tiger TV, and the 

European press is entirely ignored. If the above is taken to be the broader frame AOL has to 

offer for news gathering, then one can say that it is AOL intention to keep users in the 

mainstream of on-line news content production, and in particular in the US239 mainstream 

content production. 

Finally it is worth noting that although one can personalise choices, the user has no 

choice as to whether the currency of news matters to him. The time of update is not 

customisable. This is somewhat ironic because the reason for which currency has been an 

important element of news making is because keeping track of time symbolises a general 

responsibility to provide accurate news. Currency is partly a metaphor for accuracy and 

neutrality. It is paradoxical that AOL gives its users the right to personalise all preferences but 

not their relationship to time. AOL seems willing to break other journalistic conventions but not 

the idea that news has to be precise and, consequently, new. The currency metaphor also fails 

since some news items stay on the site for days (a matter taken up later).  

 

The My News Home 

From the Front Page one can access the News Home, the structure of which is important to the 

setting of the news agenda. The default main news page features Top News, National News, 

Washington, International, Science. Each category features about 5 headlines of stories 

available for reading. It was noted that the stories featured in each category often overlap, so that 

some stories are promoted as the key stories. This is particularly true of some headline stories. 

To give an example, on the 22 and 27 January 1999, at least two stories on the Top Stories were 

featured under the Front Page Headlines category.  

The user clicks on the story in question and is taken to the 'story page'. The 'story page' 

differs substantially depending on how important the story is for the producers. As with off-line 

outlets, the news agenda is set by emphasising certain stories and providing more resources for 

them. Such assignment of importance is achieved by the production of a special pre-customised 

yellow frame for each significant story. The frame offers access to on-line content that relates to 

the topic. Producing a special digital environment for the consumption of important news is the 
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off-line equivalent of producing a special newspaper subsection on a topic and running it over an 

extensive period of time.  Such strategy, which constitutes the prototype of on-line news agenda 

setting, functions to attract attention and signpost the user towards a certain issues. What is 

produced is a corpus of multimedia content and hyperlinks within which a story is consumed. 

Examples of such frames are given in the case studies below. Access to such frames is to an 

extent enabled by push technology. This because from some points of access, the user clicks on a 

hyperlink to view a story but is faced with the 'special frame' on the topic which offers content 

that he/she has not chosen to view. Some points of access, such as the My News standardised 

frame, offer the user a Special Report option as a way to connote that the hyperlink in question 

links to a story page which offers more than an article.  

Those articles that are not viewed as important appear in a page featuring a standardised 

design yellow menu bar. It is via this menu bar that the second order agenda setting is further 

achieved. The choices shown in Figure 6.7 are provided by default for every story: 

Default Yellow Frame in My News 

My News (as for the Front page) 

Weather (as for the Front page) 

Snapshots : Today in History, News Calendar, Religion Briefs, Weather Almanac,  

Obituaries in the News, Sunday TV News Shows, Editorial Roundup, Canadian Briefs,  

Latin American Brief  

Daily Briefing: NPR Hourly News, ABC headlines, FOX News Headlines 

My government: 

Featured Sites: ABCNews.Com, USA Today, The New York Times 

Figure 6.7 The default frame for non-important story pages on My News - Source: ww.aol.com 

 

The criticisms offered against the frame in Figure 6.3 are pertinent with regard to the frame in 

Figure 6.7. In addition to these, one notes that the last of the options on offer is problematic. This 

because the user is led to featured sites which are exclusively commercial mainstream news 

sites, and do not reflect the plurality of the sites available (which as we have mentioned above, 

constitute more than 3.000 sites). In some cases the option More News is added to the menu in 

Figure 6.7 The option singposts the reader to related issues, for example articles on the Microsoft 

trial were linked to other technology articles in February 1999. 

 

The Associated Press sets the agenda for AOL News 

                                                                                                                                  
239 In order to obtain this data on customisation, two accounts were opened on the AOL.com site. One 
opted for the International options available and the other for the American ones. Unfortunately there 
was no difference in the options available for other hyperlinks.  
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Apart from the second order agenda setting described above, AOL’s coverage sets the news 

agenda in ways that are recognisable in orthodox media, notably by selecting the primary and 

secondary sources of information. The research undertaken showed that the Associated Press 

features as the primary source of information in most AOL news credits. In total up to and 

including the impeachment trial AOL featured 12,166 articles from the Associated Press.240 

This  information is closed to AOL users. In order to encounter any information that illuminates 

the Associated Press and AOL partnership the user must conduct a thorough search on the My 

News site and come across the option Help on My News, which is hidden behind a large 

quantity of content.  The pages under this option include a paragraph explaining that the AP is 

used as the main provider of news for AOL news and Reuters as the main provider of technology 

news.  

 AOL’s use of AP and Reuters as wiring services is only one of the aspects of the news- 

making process that is closed to the user. Further information disclosed involves how wiring 

service information is actually processed. One could argue, that a standard practice for many 

newscasters is to act as 'retailers', that is buy stories on wholesale from big news agencies. The 

stories are bought to be 'worked upon, smelted, reconfigured, for conversion into a news report 

that is suitable for consumption by ordinary readers' (Boyd-Barrett and Rantanen 1998:16). We 

found that stories from the AP are not rewritten for the AOL site and that they appear in their 

original form. This is why the AP  retains the copyright for most news stories on AOL. In other 

words, the AP is not a primary source or a wiring service in the conventional journalistic sense 

of the word, it is the content provider.  

The above reflect and add to a series of inconsistencies mentioned throughout this 

Chapter. In view of a story page, the primary problems with regard to authorship, accountability 

and neutrality are immediately apparent. No featured story is copyrighted by AOL. All news 

stories have not been written by AOL authors. All links on the various standardised menu bars 

are, however, authored by AOL. Who has responsibility for the entire digital work? 

 

Two periods: same viewpoint 

To illustrate the above problems further, the content available on the My News site was analysed 

for two distinctive periods.241 The first was during the impeachment trial hearings, that is 

between 27 December 1998 and 25 February 1999 and the second during the NATO bombing in 

Serbia from 25 March 1999 until the end of May 1999. The need for a second period of analysis 

                                              
240 The total amount of articles available on the AOL site for the same period is a figure that AOL will 
not disclose. 
241 The content analysed for this case study was downloaded each day for the entire period of research. 
This is needed for any WWW study because content is impermanent in that it does not have a 'specific 
tangible mooring' (Mitra and Cohen 1999:181). As a researcher one should not thus assume that it will 



 212

was introduced due to some significant changes made on the Aol.com My News site. The 

paragraphs below summarise the key findings of the research. 

 

AOL’s impeachment trial on-line coverage  

The impeachment trial hearings constituted an important story in US news for many on-line 

news outlets. For example, Reuters, which according to Fairness and Accuracy In Reporting 

(FAIR), hosts the most popular news service at the site Reuters.org (Amster-Burton and Amster-

Burton 1999: 25), had posted a total of 210 impeachment-related articles until 25 January 1999 

on its site.242 

The key contending approaches on the impeachment trial story provide us with a 

framework in which the AOL coverage can be contextualised. On the one hand there was the 

view according to which the Lewinsky affair involved the private life of a president and is thus a 

minor political issue in comparison to budgetary and welfare matters expected to be announced 

at the State of the Union address. On the other hand the conservative side claimed that a 

president’s personal life demonstrated his ethics and that the key issue in the affair was not 

whether in fact the president had an affair with Monica Lewinsky but that he had lied under oath 

about it. For democrats the trial constituted an attack on the presidency that aimed to distract 

attention from other important political issues and for republicans an issue that could not receive 

enough public attention. 

Presenting the impeachment trial as the most important news for a global audience 

shows a partiality toward the second viewpoint since it accepts the affair as important for politics 

and furthermore as significant to an international audience. The analysis below shows that such a 

partiality betrays AOL’s very subtle conservative pre-disposition in the covering of the trial. 

Such a slant however slight is very important if one considers AOL’s insistence that it is an 

international gateway on-line news resources. The agenda set by AOL was one that presented the 

trial as important, portrayed the issues at stake as a family matter and finally provided very 

limited news resources for the user to make an impartial judgement. 

The first evidence of the predisposition in question is that impeachment trial stories 

where at the forefront of AOL news for a long period of time. An impeachment trial story was 

headline news every day from 22 December to 25 January and was the only story on the 

FrontPage of the Aol.com site. Placing the impeachment trial stories at the forefront of AOL 

My News (the main news page) shows that a story which relates to ethical questions and the 

personal life of a president of the democratic party was selected over other stories of similar 

                                                                                                                                  
be available in the public domain for any given period of time. Often no archives are kept by producers 
themselves. 
242 This data was compiled by running a search on Yahoo on Reuters on the topic 'impeachment' on 22 
January 1999 as well as by comparing the 210 articles with the articles featured on AOL during the 
impeachment hearings. 
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interest and significance. An example, is the bombing of Afghanistan which did not feature at 

the forefront of AOL headline news between 23 and 30 December 1999. Further evidence of 

selectivity is provided by running a simple set of searches on the site at that period of time. 

Figure 6.9 shows the frequency by which stories on different news topics that were popular at 

the time were featured on AOL over the first period of monitoring.243 A total of 752 stories244 

on the impeachment trial appeared in the Headline News section. 

 

NEWS TOPIC  Impeachment Gay Europe Microsoft 

No. of stories.  752  109 203 266 

Figure 6.8 Number of stories on different topics appearing on My News until the 29/01/99 
Source: Aol.com 
 

Further evidence of the slant in question is provided by what has been referred as second order 

agenda setting, that is the structure and hyperlinks of the special news section produced for the 

impeachment trial hearings. When a user clicked on an impeachment trial story, the user would 

get the story and the recognisable yellow frame bar on the right. Although in other topics, such 

as the Afghanistan bombings, this main frame might have featured unrelated stories, in 

impeachment trial stories it featured a 'special' impeachment frame. The frame produced is part 

of the viewpoint on offer, and is pictured below with a reference to its sources. References to 

sources where not available to the user in the original frame.245 

MORE NEWS 
 
Special Report: 
The Impeachment Trial  
 
Interact 
Take a Poll: How Did the Defence Do? (Source AOL)  
 
STORIES (Source AP) 
 

                                              
243 This is comparative data gathered from a series of searches on AOL news. All searches were 
performed on 29 January 1999 using YAHOO. The time frame they cover is from the beginning of the 
service. The impeachment trial data is based on both searches and an everyday download of the site. It 
is impossible to compare this data to a universe of articles featured since AOL does not provide 
accounts of the total amount of stories featured over a period of time. The data is comparative in the 
sense that the searches were performed simultaneously which means that the universe of stories which 
the search engines was scrolling through was stable. Thus, though we do not have access to the exact 
figure, we know it was the same for all variables.  
244 There is no universe to which this figure can be compared to since the amount of stories that can be 
featured on a topic is in theory indefinite as is the number of topics. During the period monitored, AOL 
featured around five stories on each of the five default categories per issue, so that 25 stories per day is 
the minimum universe. 
245 One has to mention that before the president was impeached and at the beginning of the trial 
(through 10 January 1999) the frame also included links to the Democrat Republican and Libertarian 
and Independent personal pages in HomeTown AOL as well as Special Interest Group and Activist 
Organization personal pages in HomeTown AOL. 
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Related Stories (Source AP) 
 
Recent Documents, Background 
Saturday's Trial Highlights-1 (Source AP) 
 
Saturday's Trial Highlights-2 (Source AP) 
 
All Opening Prosecution Statements From the House Web Site  
 
Complete Trial Transcripts from Court TV (Court TV 
 
Key Points in Jan. 13 White House Impeachment Brief  
 
Highlights of House Clinton Report  
 
Sketches of Key Impeachment Figures  
 
Key Events in Clinton Investigation  
 
More Top News on My News.  
  

 WE RECOMMEND 
Read the Entire Jan. 13 White House Trial Brief 
 
The Lewinsky- Tripp Tapes (requires RealPlayer)  
 

Official Web Site of the House Judiciary Committee has details on its impeachment process, and
an e-mail link (Link to the House- http://www.house.gov/judiciary/icreport.hmtl) 
 
Policy.com: Special Report - Congress Considers Impeachment (Link to Policy.com) 
  
Harpers Weekly: The Impeachment of Andrew Johnson (Link to Harpers Weekly) 
 
Cast of Characters 
Find out Who's Who in the Starr investigation from AllPolitics. (Link AllPolitics CNN site) 
 
For Parents 
The Family Education Network offers parents advice on how to deal with your kids regarding
the Clinton scandal 
 

Figure 6.9 The impeachment trial frame. The sources ascribed to each title did not appear in the 
original - Source: www.aol.com 
  

As in Figure 6.4 the terms used in Figure 6.9 to organise the content on offer reflect the 

viewpoints at stake. For example, the term 'recent documents, background reading' implies that 

under this option the reader can find a neutral account of the events and facts that have led to the 

trial. Such impression is further purveyed by the frequent use of words 'key' and 'complete'. On 

the contrary the term 'we recommend' implies that the user can find AOL’s opinion under this 

option. These options, however, do not signpost users to resources that are different in nature, on 

the contrary they signpost them to selected mainstream media reports. This fact is disclosed from 

users since the name of the organisations that have produced the signposted material is not given 
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to the user but has been added in the above frame. Furthermore, the selection of the word 

'character' in the option the Cast of Characters represents the view that  'character' is important 

to the issues involved in the trial. Finally there a  hyperlink at the bottom of the bar, named For 

Parents adds to the general message that ethics, character and parenting relate to the 

impeachment trial. The link intends to aid parents in teaching their children about impeachment. 

The idea that the Lewinsky scandal was an issue that was relevant to children reflects the 

conservative stance according to which a politician’s personal life and private morality is a 

public issue that should be of concern to a society which includes young children. Moreover, it 

represents the conservative viewpoint according to which educating or informing children about 

sexual matters is difficult. The bias embedded in this choice is shown by the lack of anxiety or 

interest to teach children about issues relating to other presidential related scandals such as the 

'Whitewater' investigation. In fact, Aol.com does not have an equivalent link that provides 

parents with the resources necessary to teach their children about 'ethnic cleansing' or the NATO 

bombings in Kosovo.  

When clicking on the For Parents link, the user would be taken to pages on 'Family 

Education Network', a commercial site that clearly has some form of agreement with AOL, since 

a link to the AOL site is featured on all of its pages. The page was titled Talking to Kids about 

impeachment. The page features various impeachment related options (8 options), one of which 

is a poll that features the following question: 

 

  What’s the main lesson that children are learning from the scandal in Washington? 
A better understanding of the political process 
Lying will let you in trouble Big Time 
We are ruled by an idiot 

  None of the above 
 

Option 2 clearly reflects a very conservative stance. This stance is softly mirrored in the rest of 

the site. Typical is the following extract from advice to parents: 

 

Children may wonder how Hillary, Chelsea, or even the president feel about the 
impeachment. If we speculate together that his family may experience grief, shame, 
disappointment or anger, we will help our children gain empathy and compassion. 
 

The speculation that adultery is the source of shame for children is, in fact, conservative. 

The alternative to this speculation is also telling: 

 
Some children may identify with Clinton’s predicament and relate it to their own 
experiences with wrongdoing and punishment. Talking with them honestly about your 
perceptions will help them sort out the similarities and differences. 
 

  A final way in which AOL set the impeachment trial agenda was the existence of the 'take a 

poll' option. The option itself represents AOL’s promise to give users control over the news 
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agenda in an interactive news organisation. Users were directed to a series of impeachment 

related polls. Though these were on the whole not overtly on the republican side, there where 

some cases in which an anti-Clinton stance was apparent. For example on 20 January 1999, the 

day after the State of the Union address the featured poll included the questions in Figure 

6.11.246 The vocabulary employed in these, notably the words 'deserve' and 'trust' tie the trial to 

questions of responsibility, and ethics. What is essentially put forth as at stake is the credibility 

of the president. 

America’s economy continues to grow. How much credit does President Clinton deserve? 
 
All the credit 
Some of the credit 
None of the credit 
Not sure 
 
Do you personally trust President Clinton to do what he says? 
 
Yes  
No 
Not Sure 

 

Figure 6.10 Questions included in the AOL poll on the day after the state of the union address 
Source: Aol.com 
  

The above criticisms comment on how the impeachment trial news agenda was set by 

hyperlinks and digital frames. Further objections reflect upon the nature of the stories selected 

and on the sources of these stories.  Our research found that out of a total of 752 articles 702  

came directly from the Associated Press. The remaining 50 stories where mostly from Reuters, 

with some notable exceptions. The stories where not re-written and credits and copyright was 

assigned to the AP. 

The fact that the stories were not re-written or checked allowed comparisons between 

the material available on My News and other on-line outlets. Such comparisons led us to the 

conclusion that the same exact articles on exactly the same stories were reproduced, offered as 

written by the news agency, in more than one virtual place in cyberspace. There are various 

examples of such duplications as listed in Figure 6.12: the text of the K. Starr’s motion to 

Lewinsky, a document accessible to any journalist, was linked on the My News to the AP It 

appeared as part of the frame/menu bar under the Recent Documents and Background - that is, 

not as an article. When a user clicked on it the option one was faced with an AP branded version 

of the text (Saturday January 23 1999 O5:49 PM EST), the same exactly text was accessible 

from the WIRE. Further examples were the following articles: 

                                              
246 This poll was available at http://poll.digitalcity.com/pmmy/autotoc/newsimpeachm/. 
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• 'Lott: trial May End in 10 Days' ( AP , AOL YAHOO 27/01/99) 

• 'GOP Set To take Lewinsky a Witness' – (27/01/99 AP, YAHOO, AOL) 

• 'GOP Say They Can Extend Trial' (26/01/99) 

Figure 6.11 Duplicated stories in on-line outlets - Source: www.wire.org, www.yahoo.com, 
www.aol.com 
 
A similar process occurred with second order agenda setting. A large number of the links and 

linked stories featured on the AOL site were, exactly the same, as those featured on two other 

very popular news sites: the WIRE and Yahoo. The Wire is the AP’s news service on-line. Not 

all news stories by AP appear in the Wire. Like AOL, the Wire runs a menu bar next to every 

story providing links to other stories. This menu was very similar to the AOL one, or rather the 

AOL seemed to be a shorter version of this menu. At least 8 items conceded with the items 

featured on the AOL menu bar.247 This went hand in hand with the two news sites featuring 

exactly the same stories. The same menu style bar was featured by YAHOO. Items and stories 

where once again similar, for example the links: 'The CNN/All politics: Investigating the 

President' and 'The Text of Start Motion for Lewinsky ( January 23 – AP story featured on all 

the sites)' as well as the above articles (in bullets) where all featured in the same standardised 

frame. 

 

The State of the Union address 

The State of the Union address was an event that would have given any news organisation in 

America the chance to report. The event was announced months before it occurred, and the text 

of the speech was available immediately after. But even on the 19 March 1999 , the  day of the 

State of Union address, AOL either did not send a reporter to the address, or did not make staff 

read the Address to report on it. AOL provided a environment to situate the Address with a slight 

anti- Clinton slant. What is problematic about such provision is not the viewpoint in question, 

but the lack of investigative journalism, that is news. What was presented was a viewpoint as 

opposed to balanced account of different viewpoints. The menu, shown in Figure 6.13 was 

selective in both links and stories, and was not founded on any investigation: 

Special Report: State of the Union 
Interact 
Poll: State of the Union (authored by AOL?) 
E-mail the President 
RELATED NEWS 
9 stories (8 stories by the AP & 1 story by Reuters) including one story on 
GOP (republican plans for budget) 
 
TEXT OF THE SPEECH ( 6 AP articles) 
WE RECOMMMEND 
THE STATE OF THE UNION 1999 (Policy.com) 

                                              
247 This happened for example on  29 January 1999. 
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CLOACKROOM 

A NEWER NEW DEAL 
Figure 6.12 The menu for the state of the union address and its sources - Source: www.aol.com 
 

The selection of the stories from the Associated Press run by AOL on the State of the Union 

address had an anti-Clinton bias.  For example if one compares Reuters' piece 'Summary of 

Clinton’s State of the Union proposal' to the AP’s piece run by AOL  ‘Clinton Lays out his 

Agenda’ and ‘Clinton Pushes Social Security Plan’ is very telling. Clinton’s agenda is described 

as 'ambitious and activist', he is said to 'want' to use the budget for social security, and the 

objections against his social security plans are over represented. 

 

The second case study and the agenda setting of on-line news 

 
The Lewinsky saga drew together the energies of AP’s Special Assignment, White 
House, editing and photo terms and involved practically every part of the bureau. 
Congressional, enterprise, political and legal writers explored the countless strands of 
the story, the desk wove them together and office assistants camped out overnight at the 
court house staking out AP’s place. One thing remains unchanged from the old days. 
Though administrations both hostile to and comfortable with the media, the wire 
services have been at the core of presidential coverage.  

(extract from the History of the AP at www.wire.com248) 
 

The analysis above points to examples of AOL’s conservative predisposition in covering the 

impeachment trial hearings. The first order and second order framing employed by AOL largely 

succeeded in giving an US-based viewpoint to an on-line service that claims to cater for an 

international audience. AOL’s conservative concern with family values was also slightly 

reflected. AOL’s reluctance to source its news makes it difficult to really address issues of 

journalistic responsibility with regard to the predisposition in question.  

Shortly after the end of the impeachment trial affair the My News site made a 

significant shift in the way it presented the primary and secondary sources of information used 

for the production of My News and provided the source of information for the content featured 

on the site. This strategic turn means that the user is informed that it is the Associated Press and 

Reuters that are AOL’s 'wholesale' news organisations. The method of selecting from the stories 

available from these news organisations remains unclear. The Headlines for My News, as of 

March 1999, appeared as follows: Top News: AP News, Top News: Reuters News. The 

choices for the user to customise My News where altered accordingly. 

Such strategic shift manifests the primacy of news agencies in determining the on-line 

news agenda. Arguments presented by Boyd-Barrett with regard global television news services 

apply to the case of AOL on-line news (Boyd-Barrett 1997). According to Paterson 'the news 

                                              
248 This quote appeared at the frontpage of www.wire.com on 30 January 1999 
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agency role is critical because to a considerable degree, news agencies set the agenda for what 

international stories broadcasters choose to carry in their newscasts'. This is done through 'the 

choice of stories they distribute to clients, the amounts of visuals provided, and the nature and 

amount of accompanying audio and textual information provided with that video'(Paterson 

1997:149). This agenda setting emerges as an important issue in examining the relationship 

between international news agencies and on-line news organisations. For AOL such relationship 

is not a matter controversy in that the AP and Reuters are treated as neutral providers of news. It 

could be even argued that AOL in seeing news agencies as neutral mediators portrays its service 

as neutral because it uses the 'raw' material provided from these sources. The responsibility for 

producing news is shifted to the new agency and any criticism of bias are considered irrelevant 

since news agencies are represented as neutral content providers. The question of selecting from 

existing recourses is absent from the debate.  This is manifested by the fact that AOL calls itself 

a news source but provides no explanation of what it means, how it differs from traditional news 

providers, and more importantly, how it differs from news agencies. 

The second case study was introduced in the light of the above significant change in 

order to explore how this alters the signposting described above and to support make the case 

presented above. It provides further proof that AOL offers an authored Web environment that 

links users to mainstream news sources, shifting the responsibility on to news agencies.  

Furthermore that the sources and material AOL uses are official sources, or commercial sources, 

leaving a large number of other outlets available on-line, off the agenda for readers. Finally that 

the selection from these limited official sources and the content of the articles printed is biased.  

 

Don’t call Kosovo a war249 

 
The Serbian people deserve to access independent and objective 

information, whether by the Internet or other media. We encourage the 
people of Serbia to use the Internet and other open media to challenge the 
misinformation they are receiving from the Milosevic press within the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.  

(Rubin, spokesman for the US state (mynews.com 1999a)) 
 

The second period in which the My News site was monitored250 was between 24 March and 26 

May 1999. During this time, two headline stories received attention: The Littleton school 

                                              
249 This title is adopted from AOL and the AP who featured an article under the same title on 30 April 
1999 at 13.38. 
250 As with the impeachment trial, the site was downloaded every day. For purposes of experimentation 
the customised headlines downloaded were changed. That is, during the impeachment trial only the 
default page was downloaded. During the Kosovo case study in May 1999 the full amount of news 
offered was chosen for the customised FrontPage, which was then downloaded. This was done in order 
to receive the maximum amount of main stories offered by AOL, even if these are more stories than the 
average user would come into contact with. 



 220

shootings in the US and the war in Yugoslavia. The war in Yugoslavia was chosen as a case 

study. 

AOL’s coverage of the war in Yugoslavia has to be situated within a heated debate on 

propaganda and the role of news in conflict situations, a debate that was reinstated by the war. In 

addition to the orthodox questions with regard to the domination of military information, the 

primacy of official sources, a further question raised concern: what affect a real war may have on 

a virtual news provider such as AOL. More specifically, can AOL be said to belong to either 

camp? Does a cybercaster escape the tentacles of military propaganda? What does siding with 

NATO or Yugoslavia entail in terms of linking to Web resources? 

A full analysis of the arguments put forth by the two opposite sides cannot be given 

within the constrains of this thesis. However, it is important to summarise the two conflicting 

viewpoints on the war (drawing from AOL linked material to form the pro-NATO view point). 

According to the US State Department, whose site is featured on AOL, the aim of the bombings 

was to put an end to the ethnic cleansing of Kosovar Albanians in Kosovo and the general hostile 

attitude of the Yugoslav regime headed by president Milosevic. Such a response is deemed a 

necessary reaction for the preservation of peace in the Balkan area, accompanied by the 

intimidation of a dictator whose actions can be compared to those of Hitler’s. Consequently, the 

West should intervene now in the way it did not when Hitler invaded Poland. The humanitarian 

catastrophe is too devastating for the international community to ignore and Kosovar Albanians 

are the terrible victims of an inhumane policy. Kosovo is in crisis and the West can put an end to 

the suffrage of its people. 

According to the contending side, Yugoslavia is an independent republic, it is a 

sovereign state, which means that any intervention that does not enjoy the backing of the entire 

international community is essentially an illegitimate act of aggression against Yugoslavia that 

aims to undermine the entire Balkan region. Furthermore, the NATO bombings are not a 

response to humanitarian anxieties but rather to the fact that Albania occupies a strategic 

position in the Balkans and the US would like to further its interest in the area. Such a motive is 

reconfirmed by the fact that NATO has been slow to respond to similar humanitarian 

catastrophes in the area, such as the killing of Kurds by Turks, and the occupation of Cyprus. 

The question, of course, is not what information was available on-line, but what 

information was exposed through particular gateways251. The existence of two propaganda 

                                              
251 The effect of the war and the conflicting positions in question have been important to this on-line 
research. This case study was researched by entering the Web in three countries: Greece, the UK and 
the US, switching essentially between a pro-NATO and an anti-NATO stance. While researching 
AOL’s coverage, I received some e-mails from Serbian academics, voicing concerns about NATO’s 
motives. I attempted to forward these to some mailing lists and received numerous aggressive and even 
abusive e-mails from academics in the West, accusing me of forwarding pro-Serbian propaganda. As 
the weeks progressed, it became apparent that an anti-NATO perspective was impossible to voice 
within certain areas in cyberspace. 
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machines, one from the West and one from the Milosevic regime, is inevitable during a war. The 

question is: which side gained more exposure on AOL and why? The existence of such polarised 

perspectives provided the perfect means for testing the theory of signposting outlined in chapter 

5. The polarised options for news coverage prove precisely that the on-line agenda can be set on 

a second order and that there are paths in cyberspace and that in extreme situations such as the 

war in Yugoslavia, structuration is pushed to its limits. As an Albanian participating in the War 

in Yugoslavia focus group commented, while surfing the Web for the first time, 'The Roads to 

the KLA are closed'. He then looked to me for explanations of why he could not find information 

on the KLA thorough Yahoo.com or Aol.com.252  

 

Framing Kosovo into crisis 

 A story on Kosovo appeared in every AOL My News headline since the break out the war, that 

is every day during the period from 24 March to 26 May. During the Littleton shooting, between 

22 and 29 of April, two stories appeared as My News headlines on the Aol.com main page for 

the first time, one relating to Kosovo and one relating to the Littleton shooting. 

The main characteristic of the agenda set throughout the coverage, was that the war  in 

Yugoslavia is in fact a crisis, a humanitarian catastrophe, as opposed to a war. This was 

achieved in many ways. 

AOL started to provide a digital 'frame' for Kosovo on 1 April, the frame is shown in 

Figure 6.14. The frame appeared under the heading 'Special Report: Kosovo' as opposed to 'war 

in Yugoslavia' or even 'attack on Serbia'. This fact clearly reflects AOL’s pro-NATO position 

on the matter, that is, that the NATO bombing of Serbia is a response to a humanitarian crisis 

caused by attempts by the Serbian government to cleanse the area of Kosovo from ethnic 

Albanians. This goes hand in hand with the idea that NATO’s bombings were a legitimate and 

needed response to a catastrophe, a necessary step for the safeguard of peace in the Balkan area. 

This of course assumes that the Balkans are an inflammatory area whose citizens cannot 

themselves safeguard their own peace. Furthermore, it assumes that there is international 

consensus on this matter and that viewing the bombings as a crisis and not as war is not NATO 

propaganda but an informed viewpoint. The affair was therefore framed in terms of crisis and 

                                              
252 The War in Yugoslavia focus group was a group compiled to aid my understanding of on-line 
framing. The group was composed of 10 computer-illiterate Albanian immigrants living in Athens, who 
met 15 times in total during the course of the war. The group, using 5 PCs, attempted to surf the Web 
using AOL as a gateway. The participants, A.Daouti,. L.and E. Vasili, G.Mucaj, O.Kovi, A.Vaso, K. 
Shena, A. Merdaj, A.Sulo and Ch.Vaso , decided to search for information in Albanian on-line as well 
as for any K.L.A. related information. In the first session no member could retrieve any such 
information. This caused anxiety and anger in the group. The group perceived of the Internet as if it 
were a TV, asking me to 'change' channels or 'switch it' on, touching the PC screen in search of a 
button. After a while the members called the Internet a 'stupid box' that does not 'transmit' from 
Albania. Then the members made obvious associations between the Internet and TV arguing that there 
is no Albanian channel on-line like there is no Albanian channel on Greek television. The sessions 
provided a useful insight with regard to on-line framing.  



 222

not a hostile war and a sign of illegitimate Western aggression. It provided a powerful dramatic 

account of a 'people in need' At the heart of such a portrayal was the depiction of Kosovar 

Albanians as helpless victims in inhumane conditions in suffrage. Such depiction was achieved 

by not giving the names of victims and routinely representing refugees as an amorphous mass. 

The image constructed was similar to the one constructed by the media with regard to the Berlin 

Wall in that it 'was constructed incrementally around words connoting the movement of water' 

(Mc Laughlin 1999:197). The words employed in the stories featured as well as the hyperlink 

options available included  'fleeing', 'exodus', 'pouring'253, 'escaping'. The menu presented 

offered users disproportionate access to refugee related information as well as to stories 

accepting that 'refugees' are the core of the problem. 9 out of the 18 hyperlinks in Figure 6.14 

directly link to refugee resources or to humanitarian crisis information. The first option offered 

associates the war with humanitarian aid, and was named HOW CAN YOU  

                                              
253 See for example www.aol/mynews/specials/news/photogallery/nato13/4adp. 
www.aol/mynews/specials/news/photogallery/nato10/4adp. 
www.aol/mynews/specials/news/photogallery/nato5/4adp. 
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 Figure 6.13 The Frame for the Kosovo Crisis (part a) - Source www.aol.com 

AOL’S FRAME FOR THE WAR IN YOGOSLAVIA:
FRAMING KOSOVO INTO KRISIS
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Figure 6.14 The Frame for the Kosovo Crisis (part b) – Source: www.aol.com 

NEWS SIGNPOSTING:
FRAMING KOSOVO VIS A VIS SOURCES
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HELP.  This option took the user to a list of refugee relief agencies. There was also an option 

called REFUGEES under which all information and stories on refugees from the AP were 

listed. Above this option, were the photo galleries, which took the user to linked photo’s 

provided by the AP.  Interestingly enough, this is the only point at where reference to the word 

war exists. In particular the only time the word 'war' appeared on AOL My News was in the title 

of a photo in the photo gallery - ' Americans at War'. The photo features a young refugee girl 

stroking the hair of a NATO soldier in happiness, as the by line asserts:  

 

United States Marine Jason Drake of St.Cloud, Florida, allows Albanian children to 
play with his short hair inside a NATO run refugee camp in Stenkovar near Skopje 
Macedonia. About 50 Marines from Camp Lejeune, N.C. arrived at the camp to assist in 
efforts to aid and house thousands of Albanians refugees.254 
 

The photos presented clearly portray the Kosovar people as in need for help. Fifty per cent of 

the photos feature Kosovar Albanian refugees, mostly children in need of help.  A further 35 per 

cent of the photos feature American forces, different kind of American weapons, while 15 per 

cent feature images from destroyed Serbia. Serbians are portrayed as aggressive anti-Americans 

burning the flag. The images of a destroyed Serbia, like with most news coming from Serbia, 

were treated as contested proof of the consequences of NATO action, the danger of propaganda 

underlined, as the by-line for a photo featuring a worker in a Zastava factory typically mentions:  

 

A worker inspects damaged equipment in the destroyed ZASTAVA car factory 
in Kragujevac, some 60 miles southwest of Belgrade. Kragujevac was allegedly 
hit in repeated NATO airstrikes. 
 

The selection of links that did not directly refer to the refugee 'problem' also contributed to the 

setting of the agenda. These, as seen in Figure 6.14, exclusively linked to American media 

reports, the American State Department, and only one of them linked to the web page of the 

Yugoslavia Government. There was also one hyperlink to an 'ethnic Albanian' site (see above) 

which, despite the promise to balance the bias in question, took the user to a site created by a 

private Canadian company. This site featured some critical material in the sense that it presents 

the situation as complicated. The site, however was not hosted in Albania or Kosovo portraying 

the Albanian take on the story. In general, precisely because the Albanian population have been 

portrayed as the victims of the situation there are no hyperlinks to resources from Albania, and 

this is a central omission which disempowers an entire country and portrays it as absent from 

cyberspace and public opinion. In other words, the Albanian government web site, or links to 

official Albanian material, as well as quotes from Albanian government officials, were absent on 

AOL. In this way, Albania was presented as being in a state of chaos with no strong political 

                                              
254 This photo is available at www.aol/mynews/specials/news/photogallery/nato21/1adp. 
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leadership or institutional tradition to safeguard the safety of its own people. This is also the case 

in the linked material from mainstream American media that AOL provides to give background 

information to users. The TIME.com and Washington Post briefs linked, give no exposure to 

Albanian leaders, to the officials but rather turn the spotlight to the KLA (Kosovo Liberation 

Army). 

To comprehend exactly how dramatic AOL’s intervention was in authoring the 

KOSOVO crisis as a story, one has to only take a look at the list in Figure 6.15. The list gives a 

more comprehensive and balanced take on the Web resources available. The list is not 

exhaustive but it shows how limited the point of view offered by AOL is, and how much more 

access to Web resources could have been provided by AOL.  
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A) Independent media 

Anti-NATO web site 
 <http://www.welcome.to/nato> 
Common Dreams News Centre 
 <http://www.commondreams.org/kosovo/kosovo.htm> 
eGroups: Kosovo Reports 
 <http://www.egroups.com/list/kosovo-reports/> 
Father Sava Janjic, a Serbian orthodox monk who lives in the 
663-year-old Decani monastery 
 <http://www.decani.yunet.com/> 
Kosovo Dies For Independence, Out There News 
 <http://www.megastories.com/kosovo/index.htm> 
Mother Jones 
 <http://www.motherjones.com/mustreads/032299.html#TC> 
Press Now 
 <http://www.dds.nl/~pressnow/> 
Radio 21 
 http://www.radio21.net/english/headlines.htm 
Radio B92 
 <http://www.b92.net/> 
Z Magazine on US/NATO Bombings 
 <http://www.zmag.org/ZMag/kosovo.htm> 
 
B) Background Articles 

Net Dispatches from Kosovo's War 
 <http://www.wired.com/news/news/politics/story/18755.html> 
Documentary on Slobodan Milosevic 
 <http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/karadzic/trial/ 
 scharf.html> 
Kosovo's Slippery Slope 
 <http://www.inthesetimes.com/kenney2309.html> 
Prospects for Peace in Kosovo 
 http://www.nonviolence.org//wrl/nva0199-2.htm 
 
http://welcome.to/freeserbia 
 
C) Information Centres 

Albanian refugees searchable database 
 <http://www.refugjat.org> 
Amnesty International 
 <http://www.amnesty.org/ailib/intcam/kosovo/index.html> 
Balkan Action Council 
 <http://www.balkanaction.org/links.html> 
Balkan Internet Resources 
 <http://www.balkaninstitute.org/internet.html> 
Balkan's Page 
 <http://www.igc.org/balkans/raccoon/kosovo.html> 



 228

Bosnian Culture and Heritage 
 <http://www.bosnet.org> 
Central Europe Online 
 <http://www.centraleurope.com/ceo/special/kosovow/intro.html> 
European Council on Refugees 
 http://www.ecre.org/ecre.html 
Institute for War and Peace Reporting 
 <http://www.iwpr.net/> 
International Action Centre 
 <http://www.iacenter.org/> 
Kosovo Crisis Centre 
 <http://www.alb-net.com/index.htm> 
Kosovo Focus on Human Rights 
 <http://www.hrw.org/hrw/campaigns/kosovo98/index.htm> 
Kosovo Info 
 <http://www.kosovainfo.com/ENGLISH.htm> 
Kosovo Liberation Army 
 <http://www.zik.com/rubrika.htm> 
Newsgroups <soc.culture.yugoslavia> and <soc.culture.albanian> 
 No to NATO 
 <http://www.iacenter.org/bosnia/balkans.htm> 
One World: Special News Reports 
 http://www.oneworld.org/news/reports/special/kosovo.html 
<http://www.redcross.org.uk> 
Transnational Centre for Peace 
 <http://www.transnational.org/new/index.html> 
UN Convention on Prevention + Punishment of Genocide 
 <http://www.un.org/icty/> 
UN International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 
 <http://www.un.org/icty/> 
War Criminal Watch 
 <http://www.wcw.org/wcw/> 
 
D) USA-NATO Military and Military Analysis 
 
British Ministry of Defence 
 <http://www.mod.uk/news/kosovo> 
Centre for Defence Information 
 <http://www.cdi.org> 
Federation of American Scientist's Military Analysis Network 
<http://www.fas.org/man/dod-101/ops/kosovo.htm> 
Jane's Defence Weekly 
 <http://defence.janes.com/> 
NATO 
 <http://www.nato.int> 
Pentagon's Operation Allied Force 
 
 <http://www.defenselink.mil/specials/kosovo/> 
Satellite Images 
 <http://www.fas.org/man/dod-101/ops/kosovo_clouds.htm> 
US Air Force News 
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 <http://www.af.mil/current/kosovo/> 
US Information Agency 
 <http://www.usia.gov/regional/eur/balkans/kosovo/> 
US State Department 
 <http://www.state.gov/www/regions/eur/kosovo_hp.html> 
 
E) Yugoslavia Government 
 
Yugoslavia Foreign Ministry 
<http://www.smip.sv.gov.yu/> 
Yugoslavia Ministry of Information 
 <http://www.serbia-info.com/> 
Yugoslavia Official Web Site 
 <http://www.gov.yu/> 
 
 

Figure 6.15 Links not included in AOL’s frame - Source: Nettime Postings April 99 
 
 

In addition to the question of linked resources, one has to comment on AOL’s choice of articles. As 

with the impeachment trial, once again some articles were featured in other cyberspace outlets, 

word for word (on the WIRE, Yahoo and AOL). For example the stories on the freed US POW’s 

(Sunday 2 May 1999), and the article ‘Look at the Kosovo History’ offered throughout the crisis, 

appeared on all three providers ( that is AOL, YAHOO and the Wire). 

Finally, the choice of articles appearing on AOL on Kosovo showed a definite pro-NATO 

bias. The middle of the war was chosen as a typical period to monitor the articles published, a 

typical period in that it escaped the initial extreme propaganda and the small backlash against the 

bombings in mid May. Figure 6.17 shows the breakdown of the 646 articles on Kosovo featured on 

AOL between 18 April 1999 and 30 April 1999. The articles were divided into 6 categories as 

defined in Figure 6.16. 

 
 

Pro-NATO: all the articles that were in support of the NATO bombing, talking of NATO
military powers. 
 
Refugee: all the articles that advocated the idea that the war is a refugee crisis underlining
the humanitarian catastrophe at stake. 
 
Economics: all the articles that talked of the economic impacts of the war. 
 
Anti-Milosevic: the articles explicitly against president Milosevic 
 
Other side: articles which had some critical material on the consequences of the war on
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the Serbian population 
 
Other : articles on topics other then Kosovo with brief mentioning of war 

Figure 6.16 The categories for analysing the Kosovo related stories 

 Figure 6.17 below shows the percentage of articles falling into the above categories. 

 

AOL's Kosovo Coverage

0% 20% 40% 60%

pro-NATO

Economic

Anti-Milo

other side

Reffugees

Other

Figure 6.17 Articles referring to the Kosovo crisis posted on My News - Source www.aol.com  
 

Conclusion 

The analysis and case studies offered in Chapters 5 and 6 illuminate a set of tensions and 

contradictions in on-line practices that are determining the future development of the Internet. 

Despite claims to the contrary, the problematic provided showed that intermediation on-line is on 

the rise. Furthermore, that such intermediation shouldn’t be automatically considered benign or 
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neutral. The companies reviewed present their services as neutral though they are offering far from 

an impartial service. AOL and its counterparts are offering biased mediation as neutral 

disintermediation. 

The current state of on-line intermediation is one of disorganisation, lack of coherency and 

vision, with a profit-oriented flavour. On-line mediation is currently occurring in a institutional 

vacuum, since the workings of the free market allegedly replace the need for any such structure. 

The above analysis has shown that this is far from the case and that if in the name of 

disintermediation on-line services are left to market forces we will continue to witness, and fall 

victims to financial joyriding and unaccountable content provision. Such joyriding is in fact 

ideological since it directly influences the nature of information exposed on-line, an influence 

which can have a political bias, as has been illustrated with the case of the war in Yugoslavia.  

One can comprehend the nature and importance of such bias only if one considers the 

consequences of such joyriding for the workings of the Internet economy as a whole. Signposting, 

the power of the totality of on-line intermediation, hampers any free market process since it distorts 

a potentially fair distribution process, creating economies of scope and scale. Portal sites in 

comparison to individual sites enjoy the financial prerogatives that big shopping malls enjoy over 

corner stores.  

The Internet economy however differs from the shopping mall economy since it is an 

economy for the exchange of ideas and information. The consequence of market dysfunctions for 

an economy providing information is market censorship, which means that for every corner store 

that remains unvisited or goes off-line, an idea is not heard. The lack of professional guidelines, 

functional frameworking and channels of accountability worsens this situation as well as worsening 

the possibility for any improvement. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

Net activism and tactical media255 

 

 

                                              
255 This entire chapter is based on virtual ethnographic research undertaken through membership of the 
Nettime mailing list. It also heavily depends on the discussion occurring between the participants attending 
the Next Five Minutes conference, a conference on tactical media and resistance that brought together on-
line and off-line thinkers and activists from around the world. I would also like to thank my dear friends 
and Nettimers G.Lovink and T.Byfield whose useful commentary made this chapter possible. 
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Net- activism and tactical media  

 
We have no unique overriding identity around which to organise. We create no positive 

models for anyone to identify with, let alone follow. Our alliances are still relatively loose 
with a tendency to fragment into an infinite number of gangs and subcultures. This is why 
we still do not have this 'world federation of tactical media practitioners'.  

(The DEF of tactical media 1999-Garcia and Lovink 1999) 
 

The patterns of standardisation and consolidation described in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and  6 do not exhaust 

existing practices for on-line communication. Their aim has been to highlight patterns of 

consolidation contributing to a critical understanding of power configuration in on-line 

communication, as opposed to providing a totalising model which would explain the production and 

consumption of e-communication. The extent and force of such power cannot be exposed if the 

aesthetic environments, contestational practices, and oppositional activities that are not neatly 

enveloped by such patterns are not examined. In other words certain aesthetic, economic, socio-

political conventions guided by commercial needs have framed on-line communication to such an 

extent that alternative environments for net communication are almost impossible to imagine for 

users and theorists alike. This chapter aims to examine some alternative practices. Such an 

examination is not meant to undermine the validity of criticism offered in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 but 

the exact opposite. By pointing to practices that do not adhere to standardisation and do not aim for 

profit, this chapter aims to strengthen the case for intervention made throughout this thesis. The 

media practices in question are either independently funded or funded by public bodies, and do not 

aim for financial profit in any way. These practices in themselves cannot subvert the consolidation 

and top-down structures developing on-line. Most of them are tactical interventions  made in full 

awareness of the limitations that the Internet’s political economy imposes.  

In addition, it must be stressed that the purpose of this chapter is not to point to a 

juxtaposition between the mainstream and the alternative on-line, but to overcome such binary 

understanding of on-line communication, and to contest the colourful picture of struggle between 

on-line Goliaths and Davids256 sketched by academics257 and the media alike.258 The aim of this 

                                              
256 To give an example of this kind of framing in the words of NBC ‘Taking on big business has always 
been a David versus Goliath battle. But in the age of the Internet, the rules of engagement have changed’ 
(NBC News 1996, 17 April). 
257 See for example Sassen 1998. 
258 Popular media has shed light on this juxtaposition, particularly while covering controversial stories 
during the course of which the Internet was used by 'oppressed people' against their oppressors. In these 
cases the coverage of so-called alternative practices glorified the people producing Net alternatives. A 
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chapter is to move away from a token presentation of the democratising potential of the Internet 

towards a real outline of the oppositional uses of the Internet as a tool in activist campaigns and 

counter-cooperate strategies. To this end several different practices are examined: firstly Electronic 

Civil Disobedience by the Critical Art Ensemble; furthermore, Mongrel, a group of designers, 

software developers and artists producing alternative software; also RTMark 'a system of workers, 

ideas, and money whose function is to encourage the intelligent sabotage of mass-produced items' 

as an example of an alternative practice modelled around the corporate world. The groups and 

approaches reviewed are conscious of each other both off and on-line. They make it a practice to 

meet in real space like in the Next Five Minute conference,259 and in the on-line world some of 

their sites are linked with one another – what is more, many of their members belong to the same 

lists. The purpose of the analysis that follows is symbolic and critical. What is not to be examined 

is the possibilities for subversion, or an acceptance that cyberspace encloses positive and negative 

possibilities, rather the alternatives in themselves, not as belonging or juxtaposed to a more 

legitimate centre, but as autonomous Net practices and as tactical contestational practices. Through 

such examination the possibilities for the future will open up.  

 

An array of alternative practices 

There is an array of practices within which the Internet is used to contest off-line and on-line power. 

The categories for conceptualising these are not yet clear in that the idea of 'mainstream' itself is 

being formulated, and thus so is the idea of 'the alternative'. One can make a distinction between 

those actions that merely use the Internet like any other medium, that is as part of a larger media 

campaign, and those actions that are specifically designed for the on-line world and are aimed at on-

line targets. 

  

The Internet as a campaign tool 

The first type of actions are not specifically designed for the Internet and thus do not centre around 

the virtual world. For such actions the Internet is just a medium, a tool that can be of use due to its 

speed and alleged decentralised structure. A typical example of this type of action is Greenpeace’s 

use of the Internet during the Brent Spa affair. Activist organisations' web pages fall under this 

                                                                                                                                       
typical example is the controversy surrounding the workings of the B-92 radio station in Belgrade, which 
was taken off air during the NATO airstrikes by the Milosevic regime but continued to broadcast via the 
Internet. 
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category, for example the use of the Internet during the 18 June 1999 demonstration in the world's 

stock markets, and the Reclaim the Streets web site.  

 In not being Internet specific such actions enjoy minimum benefits from the medium since 

they are the most susceptible to counter strategies and control. This is because on the whole they 

operate upon the assumption that the Internet is a foe of freedom and that the benefits from using it 

are automatic. Moreover, in not being Internet specific these actions do not address on-line 

intermediation which means that they often lack the distribution needed to be widely known to 

users. Finally they do not invent strategies which highlight the ills of the current state of on-line 

communication. For all these reasons such actions easily become casualties of a number of power 

configurations and control mechanisms pointed out throughout this thesis. Their target is the 

production and distribution of counter information, which means that they easily become prey for 

the power that they originally oppose. The case of the workings of the B-92 station during the war in 

Belgrade shows the extent of the gullibility in question. The original anti-Milosevic B-92 radio 

station had been targeted and warned by the Milosevic regime long before the bombing. Radio B-92 

was taken off the air on 24 March 1999 a few hours after announcing that the bombing by NATO 

forces will start soon. The staff continued to produce a news service distributed by e-mail and a 

programme available via real audio and re-broadcasted by anem-stations in Yugoslavia. The B-92 

site, available at http://www.b92.net-site, was 'cracked' by the newly established state management 

which continued transmissions making an effort to create the illusion that nothing but the station’s 

management had changed. The original staff managed to inform the world of what has happened 

and set up a new site at http://www.freeb92.net. Non B-92 organisations helped the original staff of 

the station to gain support through a web site at http://helpb92.xs4all.nl/ ('F' 1999, Matic 1999, 

Weesling 1999). It was not until 16 August 1999 that the Radio B-92 site began posting again from 

the Belgrade newsroom of Radio B-92. The site continued to be located at http://www.freeb92.net , 

but a bitter warning that control in the off-line world means control in the on-line world appears at 

most Radio B-92 postings 'Don't trust anyone, not even us: but keep the faith and free B-92 web site' 

(B-92 1999). 

There is an important exception to the above type of activism, a campaign which does not 

aim at the Internet but nevertheless uses the Internet in an effective way to target its off-line 

opponent: the McSpotlight Network. The group supports the well known Web site McSpotlight260, 

                                                                                                                                       
259 See www.n5w.org. 
260 The McSpotlight site is available at http://www.mcspotlight.org/ and mirrored on servers in Finland, 
USA, New Zealand, Australia. 
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a site praised for its design and launched by the McLibel defendants261 dedicated to providing 

uncensored information on the 'McLibel trial', hosting some 21,000 files on McDonalds, their 

operation and services. The site has enjoyed unprecedented popularity with some 7 million visitors 

in 1997. It now provides a systematic source of counter-information about McDonalds as well as 

chat rooms for debate and discussion related topics. 

 

Internet as a weapon 

It's time to create the pop stars of activism, the idoru of communication guerrilla, it's time 
to threaten and charm the masses by the ghosts coming from the net, to play the myth 
against the myth, to be more nihilist than infotainment!.  

Statement by etoy- in the XYZ of Net Activism (etoy 1999) 

  

A second and far more controversial set of practices are Internet specific. That is they result from 

the belief that the Internet is key to a locus of political-socio-cultural power and as such should be 

the target of activism. Furthermore that activism in a media saturated world has to be media 

specific. Activism should therefore be designed for the medium and must be a 'mediatic' 

representation - in the words of activists 'we must learn to 'simulate' in the mass media stage' 

(Blissett 1999:3). Perpetrators of such activism include artists, media theorists and media workers 

who have formed a number of autonomous groups:262 Luther Blissett,263 Mongrel, a.f.r.i.c.a, 

C.E.A, Jodi. The Internet is used by these groups more or less to oppose the workings of 

contemporary cultural industries and conglomerate capitalism as it provides the basis for simulating, 

mocking and subverting the workings of such cultural industries. Communication guerrillas, as 

some Net-activists call themselves, believe that net-activism should have a creative and an aesthetic 

sensitivity and as a result their actions possess an artistic element. Their actions do not merely 

provide counter-information but rather aim at the subversion and distortion of the meaning of signs, 

codes of power and control. Their actions echo situationism as they are designed to mock the 

existing cultural regimes by becoming spectacle and myth, 'using the infotainment weapon against 

itself'.  

Actions of this type include:  

                                              
261 The defendants are Helen Steel and Dave Morris who were sued by McDonald's in 1990 for distributing 
a fact sheet criticising McDonald's' practices and policies. 
262 A map of these sub-networks can be found on artist’s Jodi site http://www.jodi.org/map. 
263 More information on the Luther Blissett movement can be found at 
http://www.geocities.com/Area51/Rampart/6812/ramp.html. 
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a) mocking sources of information by creating on-line content (e-mails, banners etc.) that 

appears to be similar to its original but contains essentially subversive material. 

b)  'flooding' Web sites, that is, organising a simultaneous 'virtual' visit to a site by many 

users so that the targeted site’s server cannot handle the amount of visitors.  

c) A variation of the above is 'denial of service attacks' which refers to targeting Web sites 

by pointing at them a mechanism which sends constant requests of information to their 

server.  

d) Banning Web sites, that is announcing to the activist Internet community that a site 

should not be visited, and organising campaigns to convince others to do so.  

e) Making mirror sites, that is creating a Website out of an original that resembles the 

original but essentially contains critical material and mocks the original site.  

f) Buying out domain names so that mirror sites can be featured at an Internet address 

associated with the original site. 

The combination of actions e and f is powerful. It is now an activist strategy which poses a threat to 

many corporate and other Web sites. As a result the owners of Web-sites that could potentially be 

mocked or mirrored have become alert to activist strategies and invented counter strategies. The 

following example illustrates the issues at stake. 

The Texas governor George Bush's presidential committee anticipating an Internet centred 

presidential campaign for the US elections bought some 200 domain names that could be used as 

addresses for sites that opposed the governor. The act in itself emerged as a counterstrategy to the 

activist strategy of building mirror sites which has been widely used in the US264 and is in increase 

towards the date of the 2000 presidential elections. An individual had managed to register some 

domain names prior to this bulk buying. This individual contacted the Bush campaign manager to 

sell the domain name to the campaign but the correct price could not be negotiated. In retaliation the 

individual in association with RTMark, a group whose activities are analysed below, created a 

mirror site containing harmful information about George Bush, including allegations of involvement 

in a drug scandal. Reactions to the mirror site crystallise the arguments presented over and over 

against such net activism. Such activism is stigmatised not considered a right to free speech but 

trespass. Like the practice of Net-flooding described below it is considered closer to terrorism than 

to speech - in the words of a leading G. Bush campaign attorney:  

                                              
264 There are numerous sites that mock their originals including aolsucks.org. 
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This isn't just some poor person with a mimeograph machine in the basement, trying to add 
to the First Amendment debate…They are trying to do some serious profiteering off the 
Internet.   

(Ginsberg in Arora) 

 

A closer look at the group responsible for this and similar Net activisms illuminates the issues 

involved: 

 

RTMark 

RTMark is not a group but a system,265 a system of workers, ideas and money whose function is to 

encourage the intelligent sabotage of mass-produced items. RTMark produces 'creative subversions' 

of the corporate world. This means that, like companies, RTMark functions as an abstract entity 

with no single person behind it. As one of RTMark's spokesmen mentions by 'fighting companies at 

their level, we hide behind the corporate entity that is RTMark, we avoid liability that way, so as 

people we are not responsible, we can simply say RTMark did it' (RTMark 1999:2). RTMark’s 

actions are modelled around big corporations, for example the RTMark site is registered as.com 

upper level domain and appears to be company web site incorporating a corporate style and 

aesthetic. RTMark's aim is corporate sabotage that will force the market to accept corporate 

sabotage, in RTMark’s vision the market will come to respond aesthetically and philosophically to 

the artistic impulses of the people (RTMark 1999:3). RTMark operates by being a matchmaker and 

bank, matching people, ideas and money. The logic behind RTMark actions is simple: in the case in 

which an individual is not happy with something that a company has done (an employer) they can 

appeal to RTMark, who will then attempt to match them with an idea of sabotage and some money 

to fund the idea in question as well as cover the individual's needs in the case they lose their job or 

want to change work. The projects already completed included changing the voices of G.I.Jane dolls 

for those of Barbie dolls in a campaign against war toys, and the creation of a mirror site for G. 

Bush.  

One of RTMark’s newest projects offers opportunity for a complex understanding of the 

tactics that have been described above. The project is related to an infamous struggle between David 

and Goliath on line: the struggle of eToys and etoy. The company eToys is the third largest e-

business on the Internet ($6 billion stock market valuation) on the other hand etoy.com, was the 

domain synonymous with the oldest, best-known, and most influential Internet art group, etoy. The 

                                              
265 It is telling that one of RTMark’s spokesmen is called Ernesto Lucha, which in Spanish means 'honest 
battle.' 
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group etoy has owned the address etoy.com since 1995, before eToys ever existed, and two years 

before eToys registered its own URL. No reference has ever been made to eToys on the etoy.com 

site. The site has received numerous awards including the Ars Electronica prize. Despite this eToy 

sued etoy and managed to shut down the awarded site temporarily claiming that internet addresses 

should belong to the company that has registered a trademark. The result has been an array of 

reactions from Internet activists, including RTMark which, employing a combination of the tactics 

described above, have succeeded in financially hampering etoy as stock prices plunged from $67 on 

the day of the initial injunction towards etoy to $20 on 16 January 1999. The actions included a ban 

of eToy on-line products, 200 mirror sites and a 'virtual sit-in' between 15 and the 25 December. 

Soon after, eToy announced that it was willing to abandon  the law suit since its intent never was to 

silence free artistic expression. RTMark has since launched an 'on-line game' funded by itself, the 

sole aim of which is to drive eToy stock price to 0.00 dollars.  

. 

The electronic art ensemble and electronic civil disobedience 

    

Whether or not we can use the word fuck in our e-mail seems a rather sophomoric 
concern. 

(The Critical Art Ensemble (1999) 

 

The eToy campaign was effective partly because it employed the tactic 'net flooding' which is 

practised and conceived by the Electronic Art Ensemble. The CAE is a controversial group of 

artists founded in 1987. The group is widely known for introducing a form of civil tactic and 

political contestation named Electronic Civil Disobedience. Electronic civil disobedience was 

introduced in 1994 as a political intervention, a form of net-activism based on certain perceptions of 

the state of global capitalism and well as the state of the left. According to the CAE one of the 

essential traits that distinguishes capitalism from other systems is its mode of representing power 

(CAE 1999: 1). This means that, within the current state of capitalism, it is very hard to precisely 

locate power and control, since these do not exist in some physical space that could be threatened 

and overtaken. So, for example, the physical space of the White House is merely a representation of 

presidential authority (CAE 1999:4). Power in contemporary capitalism therefore lies in 

information storage, in data and in virtual space - in fact according to the CAE,    

Control of spectacular space is no longer the key to understanding or maintaining 
domination. Instead it is the control of virtual space (and or /control of the net apparatus) 
that is the new locus of power.  
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(CAE 1999a:2) 

 

At the heart of the CAE strategy lies the assumption that electronic space can be trespassed and 

blocked in the way physical space can. The idea, like with civil disobedience, is that by blocking 

electronic space, on-line activists can disturb the locus of power or the institution in question. 

Blockade and disturbance are an electronic civil action. This form of electronic action constitutes a 

direct critique to luddite leftism. The action itself stems from a disenchantment with existing 

practices. The actions organised are 'virtual sit-ins', that is simultaneous direct requests for 

information packets by hundreds of users at the same site at a given date and time. The volume of 

traffic caused by these visits disturbs the proper functioning of the server hosting the site targeted 

and ideally puts the site off line for some time. This tactic is facilitated by a site called Flood Net 

which redirects the requests to the target Web site. 'Net flooding' has been successfully attempted 

against the Mexican government. The targeted site was the Mexican Embassy in the UK 

(http://www.demon.co.uk), on  18 June 1999 to celebrate the global actions against capitalism. 

CAE organised a 'virtual sit in' to which 18,615 users from 46 different countries participated.  

 

Net activism and terrorism 

These cyberassualts have caused millions of Internet users to be denied services. We are 
committed to in every way possible to tracking those who are responsible. 

(Janet Reno (IHT 2000:4)) 

 

The activism of CAE and of many others has stirred much controversy in the popular media as well 

as in political rhetoric (see comment on the February denial of service attacks by US District 

Attorney General above). A key case in this controversy is the 'virtual sit-in' against the US 

Department of Defence. According to the media coverage of the 'virtual sit-in' what Net-activists 

perceive as peaceful Net-action is in fact info war against the US government. The tactics employed 

have been conceptualised by the popular press as oppositional to such an extent that they are 

refereed to as 'netwar' with direct parallels drawn between terrorism and netactivism. The actions 

are considered threats to the stability of computer networks in general. If we consider for example 

the following by-line from a TIME article on Netwar 'Wired for Warfare' 'Rebels and dissenters are 

using the power of the Net to harass and attack their more powerful foes' and the main body 

continues in the same tone: 'Netwar can be pure propaganda …but a netwar can have more 

dangerous applications when computer viruses or electronic jamming are used to disable an 
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enemy's defences…' (McGirk 1999:1). A similar tone was evident in the special features published 

in Newsweek and Business Week the week after major commercial sites including Yahoo became 

the targets of the denial of service attacks in late February. Denial of service attacks, which are not 

illegal under the current Internet regulations all over world, were portrayed as a threat to the well-

functioning and development of the Internet whose aim was financial benefit and the theft of 

personal details. Business Week’s definition of the actions is indicative:  

 

Denial of service attacks: this is becoming a common networking prank. By hammering a 
Web site’s equipment with too many requests for information, an attacker can effectively 
clog the system, slowing performance or even crashing the site. This method of 
overloading computers is sometimes used to cover up an attack.  

(Business Week 2000:66) 

 

Similarly, according to the Financial Times the act was performed by 'Gigabytes guerrillas who aim 

high', whereas according to Business Week this is a clear-cut case of 'cyber-terrorism', performed by 

'cyber vandals'. Such terminology was employed to describe actions whose off-line equivalent is a 

massive demonstration outside a mall which will not allow service to be run as usual (Business 

Week 2000:63, Business Week 2000:35, Financial Times 2000,).  

The controversy caused does not leave the net activists uninterested. The CAE response to 

whether in fact Electronic Civil Disobedience is in fact terrorism, whether it is destructive and 

should be viewed as such presents us with the arguments in favour of such actions as peaceful 

political actions. According to S. Kurtz: 

The terror of nomadic power is being exposed. The global elite are having to look into the 
mirror and see their strategies turned against them, terror reflecting back on itself. The 
threat is a virtual one …a co-ordinated attack on the routers could bring down the whole 
electronic power apparatus. The vulnerability of the cyber apparatus is known and now the 
sign of virtual catastrophe tortures those who created it.  

(CAE 1999:11) 

 

Consequently we can deduce that one of the prime goals of some of these actions is to point to the 

fact that legislation about cyberspace does not recognise the possibility of civil action in the 

electronic frontier as it recognises any action that does not adhere to the vague agenda of 

commercialisation as criminal and not political. In other words electronic resistance falls under the 

totalising sign of criminality. This seals off cyberspace from resistant political activity. Soon after 
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the February 2000 denial of service attacks the International Herald Tribune echoed a similar line 

of thinking challenging attempts to criminalise Net-activism when it asked:  

 

So what are the perpetrators trying to tell us? Could it be that the motives for such attacks 
are connected to a growing sentiment, both on-line and in the real world, that the Internet 
has been overly commercialised?  

(Bronson for the IHT 2000:8)  

 

Mongrel  

The tendency to criminalise a priori any attempt to use the Internet in a non-commercial way puts 

in danger the sheer existence of net-activism practices.266 Some practices have however managed 

to challenge commercial uses without being confrontational. These include the production of 

alternative software, the open source code movement etc. An example of an active group of this 

kind is the group Mongrel. 

Mongrel, a group based in London, works to celebrate mixed, mongrel street culture. 

Though the group core is composed of four individuals, collaborations with other groups and 

individuals are often made. Mongrel perceives, creates, programs and engineers its cultural 

products, its software is available for download on-line. Mongrel work has two interrelated core 

starting points: firstly that in the UK race, racial conflict, and the street 'filth' that goes with it has 

been largely excluded from art and events of cultural prestige, since trying to tackle the issue was 

often perceived of as attempting unnecessarily to try to preach to the converted (the implication 

being that the art world comprehends racism as bad), and as a result art is post-racist. The second 

core assumption is that racism is implicit in computer products. From these starting points:  

 
                                              
266 Typical of this attitude towards Internet activism are the Webby Awards, which host an activism 
category whose nominees aim to 'use the Internet to enact change,' and call for users to – 'Visit all five 
nominees and cast your vote for the best in The People's Voice Awards!' None of the above net activists 
has ever been nominated if you exclude Jodi.org who received an award last year ironically enough in the 
Net Art category. Jodi.org staged a protest/acceptance speech. The activists stomped up to the podium, 
grabbed the award and shouted 'You commercial motherfuckers!' (Heath 2000:1) 
Nominees: 
American Civil Liberties Union 
http://www.aclu.org, The Action Network 
http://www.actionnetwork.org, Adbusters 
http://www.adbusters.org, The Hunger Site 
http://www.hungersite.com 
Protest Net 
http://www.protest.net 
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Mongrel is trying to draw attention to, and create dialogue about the racism implicit in the 
construction of hardware, software, and discourses governing the uses of new technology in 
art and culture 

(Mongrel 1998:1) 
 

Implicit in the above statement is an understanding of software as a cultural environment - one that 

constructs on-line environments. The products produced by Mongrel vary. The Web stalker 

described in Chapter 5 is one of them. Another is Natural Selection, a search engine which subverts 

the racism implicit in most navigational tools. Natural selection is an intervention by the group in 

what they identify to be a war of classification, a battle for who determines and controls the nature 

of on-line classification. In their own words:  

We are in the middle of a war of classification. Hierarchically ordered technology and 
structural racism mesh too easily together. Natural Selection will help to make them both 
meet an inelegant extinction. 

(Mongrel 1998:2) 
 

Conclusion 

There are a vast number of alternative on-line practices available. These alone cannot change the 

patterns of commercialisation and standardisation highlighted throughout this thesis. They are 

important in that they point to the shortcomings of existing Net practices, and are reminders of 

possibilities for Internet communication wasted within commercialised structures. To a greater or 

lesser extent such practices have been stigmatised and labelled criminal by virtue of the fact that 

they aim at protesting against the commercialisation of the Internet. Asserting that net-activism 

constitutes a threat to the consolidation of on-line markets largely underestimates the power of such 

criminalisation. Attention should be paid to such practices not in order to assess whether they are 

criminal, but in order to facilitate our understanding of on-line communication as different from an 

on-line shopping mall of uniform colour and standardised menus. The actions in question will 

remain in the margins as long as the Internet is perceived of as one.  
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The evidence and analysis presented in Chapters 3, 5 and 6 of this thesis essentially undermine the 

paradigm for understanding the Internet presented in Chapter 1. It situates Internet communication 

at the heart of contemporary cultural industries and the drive to further commercialise the 

infotelecommunications sector. It also alerts one to the existence of inequalities of access, patterns 

of concentration and synergies in a commercially saturated on-line process defined by the interplay 

of converging industries. Internet markets mirroring their financial predecessors are failing, Internet 

audiences are consolidating and Internet communication is being determined by the interplay of 

cultural products produced primarily in the US. Most importantly, the analysis presented supports 

the claim that both this interplay as well as the existence of intermediaries on-line are imperative in 

identifying power on-line. Intermediaries have been placed at the heart of the on-line 

communication process as they perform a vital function in the working of profit-oriented Internet 

markets. Intermediaries constitute the distributors of the on-line world and their current operation, 

added on to the structural inequalities described, is such as to leave little space for the well 

functioning of on-line markets. This is so in part because intermediaries currently operate in an 

institutional and regulatory vacuum and there is no clear understanding of their function and no set 

of rules or guidelines to regulate their conduct other than their object of maximising profits. As has 

been argued in Chapter 4, this vacuum is the result of a fundamental flaw in existing regulation. 

Like the prevailing Internetphilic approach, the existing regulatory paradigm on both sides of the 

Atlantic fails to conceptualise on-line communication in its totality. This is because it is founded 

upon a distinction between infrastructure and content and an understanding of infrastructure 

regulation as different in kind from content regulation. The following statement by the BBC 

typifies this approach:  

Content regulation is quite different to infrastructure regulation. It serves a whole spectrum 
of social and cultural purposes - from pro-active regulation to promote access, diversity and 
quality, to negative regulation to prevent the obviously harmful. Convergence does not alter 
these objectives, although it may change the ways in which they might be best achieved. In 
contrast to infrastructure regulation the regulation of content requires different and specific 
skills and is much more likely to be culturally specific. 

(BBC 1998:2) 

This inability to perceive of on-line communication as unitary is fundamental in concealing power 

on-line, as a result of which we are presented with an unfounded rosy picture of the Internet as a 

radically democratising force. To summarise, the current picture of on-line communication lies in 

striking contrast to the picture sketched in the prevalent paradigm for discussing the Internet. The 

current paradigm cannot account for the on-line process. There thus seems to be a need for a 
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paradigmatic shift in Internet analysis. Such a paradigmatic shift does not necessarily involve 

subscribing to the existence of neat choices. Indeed, there are a number of carefully designed 

dichotomies that we believe should be avoided: notably, decentralised/centralised, 

efficient/bureaucratic, dynamic/static uncontrollable/ controllable, direct/representative, 

mediated/unmediated, populist/paternalistic, state-controlled/free. These dichotomies do not 

represent the alternatives we are confronted with when debating a theoretical paradigm for 

discussing the Internet, for such alternatives are an illusion. The choice we are now facing is not 

between an idealistic direct democracy, where free expression and financial activity can flourish, 

and a saturated, patronising representative democracy, where the channels of communication are in 

the hands of a cultural elite. Yet the pervasiveness of Internetphilic rhetoric succeeds in implying 

that these are the alternatives. The question is not whether we accept a paradigm in which people or 

government regulation controls the medium; the question is rather whether commercial companies, 

essentially un-elected bodies, or regulatory authorities and intra-governmental bodies should 

impose some control on the medium. Curran makes a similar point on quality judgements: 

'Postmodernist abstention from quality judgements does not entail their avoidance: it merely 

involves delegating them to imperfect market processes' (Curran 1996:13). Thus, on the view 

advocated, the conceptual paradigm for understanding the Internet ought to be one that overcomes 

the virtual communication essentialism prevalent today, and accepts that the Internet and the free 

market are not inherently similar and that intermediation on-line is on the rise. Intermediation 

seems to be the key to a different conceptual paradigm. To avoid the choice described above with 

the object of working towards a different conceptual paradigm, one could build upon the conceptual 

foundations outlined in Chapters 5 and 6. One would, thus, allow for a renewed function for public 

service broadcasting or for independent regulatory authorities at large. Such a function could 

consist in regulating the interaction of the industries in question and providing mediation as a 

public service. In other words, if there is signposting on-line, then it is imperative that cultural and 

industrial environments that do not succumb to such signposting be produced. This means that 

public service broadcasting has to reconfigure its role as a public signposter in the on-line world.  
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List of Internet Resources 
 
a) Mailing Lists. On-line mailing lists have been an indispensable source of material and 
inspiration. For the need of the research conducted membership to the following mailing lists was 
obtained: 
 
Nettime Mailing list: a moderated list dedicated to Net criticism. The list is archived at 
www.nettime.org 
 
El-democracy: moderated list run by the European Communities Information Society's Project 
Office (ISPO) dedicated to the exploration of question concerning the possibility of electronic 
democracy 
 
NUA: Internet Survey's weekly e-mail postings, available at www.nua.com 
 
JUPITER: Communications Digital Digest postings available at www.jupiter.com 
 
b) Web Sites 
 
The following sites were regularly visited during the course of research. These are analysed in 
Chapters 3-7  
 
Amazon at www.amazon.com 
Associated Press at www.ap.com 
America On-line U.K. at www.aol.co.uk 
Anerican Journalism Review Newslink at www.ajr.newslink.org 
Cnet at www.cnet.com 
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Excite at www.excite.com 
Geocities at www.geocities.com 
Infoseek at www.infoseek.com 
The Information Society Project office at www.ispo.cec.be 
Lycos at www.lycos.com 
Microsoft Network at www.msn.com 
Netscape at www.netcenter.com 
Rtmark at www.rtmark.com 
Yahoo at www.yahoo.com 
 
The following sites where not directly analysed but nevertheless gave useful insights: 
 
www.Backspace.com 
www.Nettime.org 
www.Eexi.gr 
www.Nm5.org 
www.vuk.org 
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