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Series editor’s preface

One doesn’t have to be a Marxist to accept the notion that technology shapes our
world and determines the opportunities for social change and the ways people
define their positions. This platitude can be easily illustrated by pointing out to the
impact of the spread of television or the usage of modern survey techniques on
political campaigning. Less well known is the fact that the introduction of air-
condition devices transformed political decision-making processes in Washington.
In the last few years, political parties and interest groups in each and every coun-
try opened their own websites with easy accessible information. Politicians like the
German chancellor Gerhard Schröder answered questions of citizens using the
Internet, and all over the world members of parliaments can be contacted directly
by sending an email message from the living room.

This volume does not constitute yet another fashionable account of the
blessings of modern communication and information technologies. Neither does
it present a simple solution for the traditional practical problems of democratic
decision-making procedures by substituting the crowded marketplace of ancient
Greek city-states by some multi-choice-vote-at-home referendum at the start of
the New Millennium. As the editors point out in their introduction, the contribu-
tions to this volume are based on the presumption that any political use of new
technologies takes place within existing institutional frameworks of parliaments,
executive branches, and political parties. It is this combination of discussions
about these existing institutions of representative democracies on the one hand,
and the opportunities of new technologies on the other, which define the unique
character of the collection of essays presented in this volume. While there is
certainly no lack of research on either of these two topics, only few publications
aim explicitly at the relationships between these two areas in a systematic way.

Before the opportunities for new technologies in different political contexts are
examined, Rachel Gibson, Wainer Lusoli, Andrea Römmele and Stephen Ward
offer an overview of the main aspects of the use of these technologies in repre-
sentative democracies (Chapter 1). The following four chapters deal with the
problems and prospects of information technologies in several countries. In
Chapter 1, Charles Raab and Christine Bellamy discuss the changes in parliamen-
tary decision-making processes and the use of new technologies from a theoretical
perspective. The core chapters of this part consist of comparative studies of the



ways technologies are used in different contexts. Catherine Needham compares
the integration of new technologies in the working of central governing institu-
tions in the United States and the United Kingdom (Chapter 3), while Thomas
Zittel focuses on the parliaments in the United States, Sweden and Germany
(Chapter 4). The gap between expressed intentions of politicians and the actual
initiatives to use new technologies to improve democratic decision-making
processes is clearly illustrated by Joachim Åström in his analysis of Swedish local
governments. The second set of four contributions is addressed to the meso
level. Jennifer Greer and Mark LaPointe analyse the use of web communication
in US-Senate and gubernatorial elections (Chapter 6). The opportunities for
involvement in international organisations are, first, shown by Oren Perez in his
analyses of participation experimentation processes in organisations like WTO or
ISO (Chapter 7) and, second, by Stuart Hodkinson in his study of the impact of
the Internet on labour organisations (Chapter 8). From Jenny Pickerill’s enquiry
into the differences between Australian and British political-action groups it is
clear that especially activists organised in small autonomous groups can use new
technologies more effectively than established lobby groups (Chapter 9). The
editors’ summary and interpretations of the main findings are presented in
Chapter 10 and do not have to be reproduced here.

Despite the limited number of cases investigated, the contributions to this
volume show that the chances for the use of new technologies depend heavily on
existing political institutions and the way they function. Several important
questions arise from reading the contributions to this volume and the concluding
chapter by the editors. As with every technology, the use of new technologies
cannot be restricted to benevolent improvements of representative democracies
or the strengthening of social and political involvement only. For instance,
Dutch hooligans already discovered the opportunities of new communications
techniques to arrange violent battles. Racist and extremist right-wing political
propaganda is spread over websites in many countries and pornographic pictures
of very young children are distributed in simple ways on electronic highways.
Besides, prominent political theorists like Benjamin Barber unambiguously reject
the use of ‘innovative technologies’ such as interactive television as a panacea
for the problems of modern democracies. In his view, these technologies are
detrimental to democratic decision-making, because they ‘. . . could further
privatise politics and replace deliberative debate in public with the unconsidered
instant expression of private prejudices’. It is this tension between the enormous
opportunities of new information and communication technologies and the
dangers of anti-democratic, fragmented and privatised public opinion that forces
us to reconsider the ways we have been thinking about representative democracy
and democratic citizenship.

Jan W. van Deth
Series Editor

Mannheim, June 2003

Series editor’s preface xiii
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1 Introduction
Representative democracy
and the Internet

Rachel K. Gibson, Wainer Lusoli, Andrea Römmele

and Stephen J. Ward

Introduction

The Internet is now firmly established in the realm of mass communication for
many advanced industrial societies. In the course of less than ten years its use has
expanded dramatically from being a specialist tool of computer programmers
and academics to an everyday means for ordinary citizens to conduct a wide
range of daily activities such as sending messages to one another from home
and/or work, checking news headlines or movie times and buying and selling
products. Paralleling the rapidly increasing diffusion of the technology at the mass
level has been the use made by political actors at the organisational and institu-
tional levels. From the more embedded legislative and executive structures of
representative democracy to the more fluid forms of political parties, pressure
groups and more recently single-issue campaign networks, there has been an
increasing enthusiasm for using Internet technology to communicate and coordi-
nate activities. Despite these developments, micro- or individual-level analysis has
tended to predominate over studies of innovation at the macro and particularly,
meso levels. Such an oversight is due to a number of factors not least of which is
the difficulty in collecting data, relying as one does on the openness of the organ-
isations and institutions to divulging details of the changes and innovation they
are undergoing. The neglect has a more substantive basis, however, in that the first
wave of theorising about the role of the Internet in democracy focused very much
on its capacity to promote direct democracy. In such models political mediation
was largely dispensed with as the new technology allowed for more frequent 
in-depth communication between individuals. The Internet forms a global net-
work, free from centralised control with intrinsically empowering characteristics –
costless, space-less, timeless. As the barriers to mass communication were eroded
citizens could participate more fully in decision-making. Indeed, many observers
applauded such moves, seeing them as removing the need for the creaking and
increasingly underperforming units of representation such as parliaments, parties
and other political organisations.

These early theories, it would seem, have failed to predict the direction and
momentum of change. The first wave of Internet adaptation has taken place and
the machinery of representative democracy is still standing, indeed on a surface



level, very little seems to have really changed. Parties still campaign, politicians
are elected and governments are formed, although their governing credentials are
coming under increasingly critical scrutiny. This book seeks to shift the lens back
towards these intermediaries of government and provide an understanding of
how they are functioning using the new information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) in a variety of democratic contexts. Rather than continuing with
radical hypothesising on the disappearance of the state and its ancillary organi-
sations, therefore, we argue a shift in focus is needed to a more explicitly empiri-
cal and institutionally determined understanding of the nature of change induced
by new ICTs. One that consciously contains the debate to questions about adap-
tation rather than wholesale reform and that begins with an awareness of the
limitations faced by established political actors in opening up via new ICTs, rather
than an extolling of the range of technological possibilities.

To that end we have assembled a range of perspectives on the use of new ICTs
by the key bodies of representative government, each of which brings to bear
knowledge of their pre-existing practices or current modus operandi. Some are
explicitly comparative, such as Chapters 3 and 4 by Needham and Zittel, others
cover a particular level of government or type of political actor in a specific
national context. Overall, we seek to build a picture of adaptation across demo-
cratic systems and also an understanding of the pace of change across represen-
tative structures. How much change is it realistic to expect within such entities?
Are the more formalised units of government, such as bureaucracies and
parliaments, slower and more inflexible in their approach to using the new media
than pressure groups or individual parliamentarians? Given the range of national
experiences presented, what can we deduce about the importance of contextual
factors at the systemic level as levers of reform? The answers to these questions do
of course lend themselves to more normative speculation about the process
of adaptation and whether the new ICTs could lead to the improved perform-
ance of our representative system. However, the focus of this volume is on
description and explanation rather than prescription. This introduction begins
that process of analysis by identifying the main actors within the represen-
tative system within two broad categories: (1) micro-level individual online
engagement and (2) meso/macro-level online mobilising by different institutions/
organisations, and then assessing the research to date on their adaptation to
new ICTs.

The micro level: individual engagement and the Internet

The idea of the media acting as a mobilising force, as opposed to being seen as a
malign or enervating influence on public interest in politics has long since proved
to be intriguing. Television in particular has been seen to simplify and personalise
politics to voters, focusing on the horserace aspect of who was winning and the
moral failings of the candidates while contributing little to individuals’ knowledge
base (Crotty and Jacobson 1980; Graber 1988; Putnam 2000; Eveland and
Scheufele 2000). In addition, the rise of more depersonalised strategies of direct
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communication by parties such as telephone banks and mass mailing in place of
grass roots campaigning have been seen as heightening this disconnection
between voters and the political system (Bimber 2001; Römmele 2002). Even
social movements – the eleventh-hour saviours of late-twentieth-century democ-
racy – stood accused of not just failing to challenge public apathy but actively
fuelling it by leaving little room for members’ participation beyond dues paying.
As Jordan and Maloney described it, the environmental movement has become
little more than a ‘protest business’ (1997) for the vast bulk of members, meeting
citizen/consumer needs for a quick ‘feel good’ return on a limited financial
investment. The Internet, however, with its interactivity, opportunities for user
control and independent publishing was regarded as a new and radical force that
could help to counter and possibly reverse these negative trends.

Some of the earliest evidence on individual users was compiled by the Pew
Research Center for People and the Press in 1996. Their study of the US popu-
lation revealed that there was indeed a social and economic divide between those
who did and did not have access to the Internet. The former were far more likely
to be male, highly educated, wealthy and white than their non-wired counter-
parts. Not surprisingly, given this demographic split, the so-called ‘digital divide’
meant that those who were online were more active and interested in politics than
the average voter. Crucially, however, further studies found that after controlling
for the higher socio-economic status of users, Internet use was not associated with
any marked improvement in political activity (Bimber 1998).

This story was confirmed by updates from Bimber using data from 1996 to 1999,
collected in random digit dial (RDD) telephone surveys that found no significant
increases in a range of behaviours such as donating money and attempting to influ-
ence others vote decision among those accessing the Internet (Bimber 2001).
This was seen as particularly disappointing by advocates of what was now termed
‘e-democracy’ since the demographics of Internet users had begun to broaden
quite markedly, particularly in terms of gender and income. Schuefele and Nisbet
(2002) offered similarly uninspiring conclusions from their telephone survey of
New York residents, which examined the effects of different types of Internet use
on a range of political behaviours and levels of factual knowledge. None of the
modes of Internet use, including political information-seeking was found to have
any significant effect on individuals’ proclivity to engage in politics, either in a
conventional sense (i.e. voting, contacting) or in more participatory forums.

Positive effects were not entirely dismissed, however. Norris (2001), following
her analysis of survey data from the United States and Europe up until 2000
argued that Internet use was linked to higher levels of mobilisation but that this
was largely confined to those who were already active, pulling them further into
an upward spiral or ‘virtuous’ circle of participation. She concluded:

the rise of the virtual political system seems most likely to facilitate further
knowledge, interest, and activism of those who are already most predisposed
toward civic engagement, reinforcing patterns of political participation.

(p. 228)

Representative democracy and the Internet 3



Although, politically the story of the net seemed to be lacking much of a
punchline, more pessimistic pronouncements emerged regarding its social effects.
A number of studies began to emerge highlighting the damaging effects of the
online life for social relationships and the underlying fabric of civil society. Studies of
Internet effects on various measures of social capital revealed a reinforcement of
existing trends towards disengagement among voters, producing isolation and
alienation. Nie and Ebring (2000) reported negative effects of Internet use on
individuals, levels of sociability and increasing feelings of alienation and connec-
tion to society. Kraut et al. (2000) echoed these findings, with the latter character-
ising the heavier users of the Internet as a ‘newer lonelier crowd’ in cyberspace.
Other studies, however, such as those by Putnam (2000) and Uslaner (2001)
reported a more negligible picture. Putnam, reporting on data from the DDB
Needham Lifestyle survey, said that after demographic controls were applied
Internet users and non-users did not differ significantly in their levels of civic
engagement. Uslaner (2001) in his analysis of data from 1998 and 2000 Pew
Center survey and the 1996 American NES has argued for a largely ‘nil’ effect of
Internet use on social capital. ‘The Internet . . . is not a reservoir of social capital’
nor does it deplete the amount already in existence (p. 22). While there appear to
be some positive associations in that the heaviest users of the Internet have wider
social circles, those engaging in online chat appear to be more distrustful of others.
Overall, he argues, ‘there is little evidence that the Internet will create new com-
munities to make up for the decline in civic engagement that has occurred over
the past four decades in the United States . . .’ (p. 22). Using data from the 1998
National Geographic Web Survey, Wellman and his colleagues arrive at similar
conclusions (Wellman et al. 2001). Notably, a positive association is found to exist
between online and offline participatory behaviour with higher rates of partici-
pation in voluntary organisations and politics being associated with heavier use of
the Internet. However, they also found that people’s interaction online supple-
ments their face-to-face and telephone communication, without increasing or
decreasing it.

Overall, therefore, the verdict that emerged from the initial analyses of the
Internet and individual engagement in public life was at best, ambiguous.
Basically, it was not possible to specify any one universal type of Internet effect on
participation. One thing was clear, however, Internet use by itself was clearly not
transforming inactive people into participators with regard to ‘real world politics’.

More recently, attention has shifted towards investigating specifically online
forms of participation, both in terms of those engaging in it and attitudes towards
it among non-users. Significantly, here there has been a more uniformly positive
story uncovered. A 2001 Hansard Society/MORI survey shows that almost four
in five UK non-Internet users would engage in online interaction with their MP and
online surgery to raise problems with MPs via the Internet as well as via an email
address, so that constituents can contact him/her through a consultation forum
where he/she can read constituents’ views. Equally promising, the study found that
younger respondents were more enthusiastic for these features to be introduced
(Coleman 2001). Data from the Pew Internet Survey of online communities (2001)

4 Gibson et al.



shows equally interesting results as regards youth, traditionally a non-political group.
Youngsters are indeed slightly more likely to be in contact with political groups or
organisations online than other age groups, which assumes more relevance given
that only one in three respondents reported being in contact with the group
before contacting them online, vis-à-vis two in three for the oldest reference
group.1 Such findings have also been confirmed from national opinion data gath-
ered in the United Kingdom during 2002, which revealed that young people were
significantly more likely to engaged in online participation than offline forms,
including voting and more active types of participation (Gibson et al. 2002).
A more recent Hansard survey confirms this point, finding that younger voters
(18–24-year-olds) were significantly more likely to have visited the Westminster
website (34 percent) and were much more likely to do this than writing to their
MP (Coleman 2001). Broader reports on youth participation following the 2001
UK election from the Electoral Commission (2002), Demos (2002) and the
Government’s Children and Young Peoples Unit (2002) have also indicated the
usefulness of technology in engaging younger voters. Of course, these positive
findings do raise the prospect of the disadvantages faced by older voters if
participation moves more into the online environment. In addition, one needs to
be careful not to ascribe too much power to the technology itself as the solution
to what are underlying problems of motivation. Finally, while young people may
be more susceptible to Internet-based invitations to participate they are also likely
to be quite scathing of technological gimmicks. Thus, parties and political organ-
isations need to be careful that they don’t actually lose supporters in their efforts
to promote themselves in cyberspace. However, one can also argue for the greater
validity of these findings than those from the offline environment. The Internet
presents a wholly new environment for participation with its emphasis on user
control and immediacy. These studies capture these context-based effects more
fully by examining political activities that are embedded in it.

Thus, the micro-level data on the Internet’s impact on participation while it is
abundant and growing, is at present, somewhat inconclusive. This is no doubt due
partly to the fact that it is still too early to assess the long-term effects of the new
technology. At the individual level, ICTs should be viewed as a tool for political
socialisation, particularly of younger citizens. As the Internet becomes part of life
for increasing numbers of people, it enters various domains of the domestic, the
personal, the social and the political. As a result, ICTs shape, and are shaped by,
the forces of societal modernisation that underpin the latest evolution of partici-
pation patterns, at least in advanced democracies (Norris 2002). Certainly, we
should not rule out the Internet as a means of politicisation for individuals. Given
its strong appeal among the younger age group it clearly has mileage as a useful
means to target apathy and cynicism among our newer citizens. However, in the
short term, before accepting the null hypothesis of nil effects, more direct study
would seem to be required of online political activities. As Wellman and his col-
leagues have noted, ‘it is time for more differentiated analyses of the Internet, and
analyses, which embeds it in everyday life, offline as well as online’ (2001: 22).
Certainly if current practice is any guide then as participation moves more into
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cyberspace then it would appear that there may be a more positive story yet to
emerge. One obvious development in individual-level uses of the new technology
that could have widespread effects on participation patterns and theory is the
introduction of Internet voting. With task forces established in the United States
and the United Kingdom to assess the possibilities for online general elections and
a number of pilot schemes at the local and state levels taking place across Europe,
North America and Australia (Solop 2000; Gibson 2002a,b) there is clearly
mounting interest in the prospects for Internet voting. However, with the security
concerns and problems of lower turnout among minorities and older citizens
(Alvarez and Nagler 2000) the idea of Internet voting from home look to be some
way off. Beyond voting, however, it is clear that patterns of participation are
undergoing change worldwide.

The meso and macro levels: new ICTs and
representative structures

Much of the work that has been done on the adaptation of institutions and organ-
isations to the new technology has been generated from the political communica-
tion perspective rather than from institutional specialists. Thus, there has been a
tendency for focusing on websites and email communication, and on discussions of
the varying styles of communication taking place, such as interactivity versus infor-
mation dissemination. As we have indicated elsewhere (Gibson et al. 2003) this
literature has spawned varying claims about the potential use and value of new
ICTs to political institutions and we group these into four basic scenarios: full-scale
erosion; limited erosion; modernisation and reform; and radical regeneration.

� Erosion. Much of the early literature on e-democracy or cyberdemocracy
has focused on the possibilities for direct democracy and closer connection of
individuals to government and policy-making. Work by Rheingold (1993) and
Grossman (1995), for example, extolled the possibilities of the Internet for
forging new and stronger forms of political engagement by citizens. One con-
sequence of this focus on the nexus between citizen and government was to
question the continuing relevance of representative institutions and organi-
sations. Among the more radical commentators of the time there was a
tendency to regard them as antiquated structures and regarded the interac-
tive capabilities of the new ICTs as paving the way to more direct forms of
mass rule (Becker 1981; Grossman 1995; Negroponte 1995; Rheingold 1993;
Morris 2000). Self-governing would supersede state machinery as Internet
based systems of voting, referenda and discussion were set up. Details of how
such systems were to work remained sketchy, however, and as the empirical
evidence of a lack of interest in politics online accumulated (Norris 2001;
Bimber 1998), the dreams of a return to the Athenian agora appeared to
have faded.

� Limited erosion. In place of full-scale erosion, a more limited usurping
of government institutions was envisaged. Electronic communication chan-
nels would provide for more direct communication between executives and
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citizens. Online consultation and polls by government would streamline the
political process, reducing the reliance on unwieldy intermediary bodies such
as legislatures and parties (Bellamy and Raab 1999). Single-issue groups and
direct-action politics would increasingly dominate society as the role of
aggregative structures declined (Bimber 1998).

� Modernisation. Taking a rather more positive view of the impact of the
new technologies on our representative structures, some accounts saw them
as offering the possibility for reform and modernisation (Gibson and Ward
2000). New ICTs could improve the image of representative institutions
particularly with younger people who are the least likely to vote or to see the
relevance of the representative system. The website could act as a modern
marketing tool for all parts of our representative system. Furthermore, effi-
ciency gains should also be possible with websites serving as rapid, 24-hour,
7 days a week, service delivery points and information archives for the public
replacing some of the need for expensive and slower personal, telephone or
postal transactions.

� Reinvigoration. Finally, some commentators have adopted a more radical
view of the restructuring possibilities surrounding the introduction of new
ICTs. If properly developed, the communication technologies could sit at the
core of a reinvigorated representative institution that could truly listen and thus
re-engage the public (Coleman 1999a,b). Rather than just modernising inter-
nal practices, this would provide more opportunities for the public to partici-
pate in the political system and would reconnect representative organisations
with the public. ICTs provide institutions and organisations opportunities for
engagement through their own websites and email, such as live question and
answer sessions, and discussion fora and could seek feedback on particular
issues via email or electronic polls. Legislatures, parties, trade unions and the
like, could all employ e-consultation and discussion allowing citizens to feed in
more formally their experiences and knowledge to policy debates. All of this
could potentially open up representative organisations to new audiences, since
it has been argued that use of ICTs could lower the costs of participating and
act as more attractive channels of communication for some groups in society
such as the housebound or those with childcare responsibilities.

The systematic empirical testing of these various development paths has thus far
been rather limited. Very few comprehensive and/or comparative studies of
various government/political structures in terms of their presence and styles of
communication on the Internet have been undertaken.2 In the following we
consider some of the main trends from the empirical evidence collated so far in
relation to the different parts of the representative political system from the
formal governmental through to informal parts of civil society.

Executive branch: e-government

The idea of e-government has spread rapidly across the globe, even countries that
lack basic infrastructure often profess an attachment to goals of e-government
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(Norris 2001). In the main, governments, e-government strategies have tended to
concentrate on e-commerce, Internet regulation and in particular, making
government services available online. Underlying the provision of e-services is the
notion of modernisation (see earlier) creating a leaner more efficient state (see the
modernisation scenario) where services actually meet citizen demand and citizens
can actively shape those services through online feedback mechanisms. Such a
viewpoint is summarised by one advocate who claims:

Public organizations are rapidly becoming networked, and they are using
these networks to produce and deliver services. This will ultimately lead to
efficiency improvements much as happened in the private sector.
Government bureaucracies will gradually become flatter, faster, and more
customer friendly. Services will become better integrated and customized,
with rich self service options.

(Mechling 2002: 155)

Whether e-government or e-service provision has much to do with partici-
pation or democracy is, however, questionable. Advocates argue that through 
e-government citizens will gain additional rights and additional chances to input
into the policy process (akin to the idea of consumer democracy; see Chapter 2
by Bellamy and Raab), which should eventually increase their trust in the politi-
cal system. However, critics suggest that e-government represents little more than
modernisation without any necessary democratic improvements (Bellamy and
Taylor 1998).

Certainly, so far, we can see rapid progress in meeting headline targets of
placing services online. A recent report issued by the office of the e-envoy in the
United Kingdom on the readiness of governments around the world to develop
the e-economy provides extensive information on a range of related topics includ-
ing regulatory frameworks and roll-out of broadband.3 Overall, the study
concludes that United States, Sweden and Canada lead the world in the extent to
which they have moved services online and further, established mechanisms for
gauging the effects of such policies. Yet, as a number of recent studies indicate,
deep-rooted problems remain in some government structures, which limit any
democratic potential (Margetts and Dunleavy 2002). The inflexible, hierarchical
and closed nature of large government bureaucracies mean they are often ill-
suited to a more open networked style of government. Similarly, government
concerns about security of public records has slowed the pace of experimentation
with electronic provision.

Legislatures and legislators

The spread of legislative websites whilst less universal than government sites has
nevertheless also been rapid. Norris (2001) found that over half the countries
in her global survey had some form of legislative website. Whilst in the
United States, congressional sites for legislators have become virtually universal
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(see Chapter 4 by Zittel) by contrast, in the United Kingdom, less than a third of
MPs have their own personal websites ( Jackson 2002). Again the political context,
broad systemic rules and institutional history and resources have all been cited as
important factors in the uptake and use of the technology by the legislative
branch of government. It has been commonly argued, for example, that new
purpose built parliaments have an advantage over those with longer historic
traditions and buildings, since they can more easily incorporate ICTs into their
agendas and infrastructure. For example, the newly established Scottish
Parliament (Smith and Gray 1999) sought to define itself as a new and more par-
ticipatory parliament appropriate to the New Millennium and (at least rhetori-
cally) made Internet technology a key feature of its communications strategy,
allowing for submission of online petitions and running e-consultation. Overall,
in terms of participatory usage, the series of case studies presented in a special
issue of Parliamentary Affairs (Coleman et al. 1999) revealed that whilst legislative
experimentation is taking place with regard to new ICTs, participatory uses are
still quite rare. Where e-consultation has taken place it has met with mixed results.
The Westminster Parliament has undertaken ten e-consultations between 1998
and 2002. The Hansard Society has thus far released in-depth analysis of two of
these experiments. On the whole the findings are generally positive – new voices
were heard in parliamentary process, the quality of evidence and debate was
relatively high and MPs found the process valuable. However, on the down side
participants were disappointed with the lack of response from MPs and perhaps
crucially it did not appear to improve participants, opinion of the parliamentary
system (Coleman et al. 2002).

Whilst there has been a number of studies of parliamentary activity and also
public response to it there has been limited study of the views of representatives.
Peter Chen presents the most comprehensive survey when he examines the
opinions of Australian elected officials at four levels of government – members of
parliament of the Commonwealth, States, Territories and local government
councillors and aldermen (2002). Compared to the average Australian citizen,
representatives are ‘high users of new media technologies, and have very positive
outlooks as to the future importance of this media form’ (p. 61). There are three
more specific findings, as to the impact of new media on the democratic process.
First, representatives do not consider new media as important as traditional
media for their information distribution and electioneering activities. Second,
new media has replaced traditional media for a number of functions related to
the representative office, only for the more ICT skilled, urban representatives.
Furthermore, three in four members of this category do not rule out the idea of
e-voting, and around 65 percent consider new media important or very important
for consulting with citizens. Finally, there are still a number of barriers to the use
of ICTs, ‘especially for rural representatives, ATSIC and local government coun-
cillors, and councillors with relatively low skill levels’ (p. 61).

Disparities in the perception and adoption of ICTs between different branches
of the legislative and executive are also reported in the United States (Ault and
Gleason 2003). Results from interviews and focus groups show that Members of

Representative democracy and the Internet 9



the House and their support staff are not very concerned about ICTs and their
implications.4 On the other hand, senators, their office staff and staff of Senate
committees ‘seem to be more aware of both the potential and the hazards of infor-
mation technologies’ (p. 72). Finally, government administrators have already been
through an ICT ‘reality check’. They routinely use information technologies within
their agencies, ICTs being included in plans for future development. These differ-
ent adoption dynamics, it is argued, respond directly to organisational logics related
to the aims, routines and function of specific legislative and executive bodies.

Political parties

Parties have increasingly merited a degree of attention. Early work on the US and
UK parties (Margolis et al. 1997; Gibson and Ward 1998) has been followed by
studies in other countries such as the Netherlands (Voerman 1999), Italy (Newell
2001), Russia and Ukraine (Semetko and Krasnoboka 2003) and Japan (Tkach
2003). From such studies a general consensus has emerged regardless of country.
First, that parties like other formal institutions have moved online in large num-
bers between 1994 and 1998. Second, that parties’ public websites tend not to
exploit the participatory elements of new ICTs. Much of the information
provided is one-way, top-down, party to voter rather than two-way interactive
communication. Third, that the sites are often aimed at either an elite audience
of opinion-formers ( journalists/researchers) and/or at the converted party
members. Consequently, the value of party sites as a mobilising force for the non-
partisan voter has been questioned (Norris 2003). Fourth, that although parties
are beginning to use technology for internal party debate (via closed intranets,
bulletin boards, email lists) these rarely widen participation extensively (Gibson
and Ward 1999; Voerman and Ward 2000; Löfgren 2001; Pederson 2001), nor do
these electronic channels necessarily empower ordinary members since such
channels rarely play a formal role in decision-making and for a large part are con-
trolled by central party HQ. Nevertheless, recently conducted research suggests
that parties may gain at least two benefits from using ICTs: technology can help
parties reach a younger audience than otherwise would be the case through tra-
ditional media (Gibson et al. 2002, 2003) and also ICTs can be useful in deepen-
ing the participatory activities of activists, that is, allowing them to conduct
additional party activities more often (Gibson et al. 2003). Both these factors could
be crucial in maintaining parties as participatory vehicles over the coming decade.

New social movements and protest networks

Less formalised political organisations such as protest networks or flash cam-
paigns whilst attracting considerable media coverage have gained less coverage
from academic surveys. In part, this reflects a methodological problem of how to
study rather amorphous, often anonymous and rapidly changing protest cam-
paigns. Nevertheless, a number of studies have indicated that the most likely
beneficiaries of the new media are loosely organised ad hoc protest campaigns
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(Bonchek 1995; Bimber 1998; Hill and Hughes 1998). In part, this is because of
the relative low cost of the net and the lack of editorial control, which means that
fringe campaigns have greater opportunities to voice their concerns and get their
message across than they do via the traditional media. Moreover, email and
hypertext links make it easier than before to mobilise protest quickly and link
together previously unconnected individuals even breaking down traditional bar-
riers of time and space. The potency of email and the net as a mobilising tool has
been seen in a number of recent mass demonstrations and rallies, not least the
anti-globalisation protests in Seattle in 1999 and the Stop the War rallies in 2003
(Cisler 1999; Doherty 2002).5 Arguably, it is these decentralised formalised types
of networks that offer greater flexibility to experiment with the technology and
exploit its interactive potential, since they are not held back by formal organisa-
tional rules or hierarchical chains of command. Thus some of the more novel
uses of the technology such as political hacking, virtual sit-ins and blockades have
come from informal protest networks, particularly in environmental and human
rights and social justice fields (Wray 1998; Pickerill 2000).

Whilst it is relatively easy to provide examples of novel practice amongst
protest campaigners, it is more difficult to generalise or assess the wider impact.
Critics have argued that far from levelling the playing field for such organisations,
a process of normalisation is at work in cyberspace where creeping corporate
ownership of the Net and surveillance of online users’ habits have become impor-
tant (Guidi 1998). The entry points to the Internet offered by big media corpora-
tions such as AOL, Time Warner and Microsoft in terms of portals can be seen
as ‘walled gardens’ – controlled environments where subscribers’ choices as to
what they see and do online are predetermined and also tracked (Wilhelm 2000).
Such developments mean that it becomes increasingly difficult for alternative and
independent organisations and sources of news to gain a mainstream audience.
The idea that the WWW is actually simply replicating the offline dominance of
the major political and economic organisations has gained considerable support
from some studies (Margolis and Resnick 2000).

Overview of the chapters

The aim of the book, therefore, is to examine a range of key actors within repre-
sentative democracy – political parties, pressure groups and new social move-
ments, plus executive and legislative government bodies at the national and local
levels – within different national contexts and assess how they are using the tech-
nology to fulfil their traditional roles. By doing so, we aim at connecting to the
debate on new institutionalism, which appears with growing frequency in politi-
cal science. We argue that the use of new ICTs, experimentation and innovation
will take place within the existing institutional frameworks and any study of par-
liaments, executive agencies or political parties will need to take that into account.
Put simply, context matters. Of course, such institutionalism does not preclude
these bodies from making bold advances in using the new tools available to them
and exploiting the possibilities offered by the new media ( March and Olson 1989;
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Hall and Taylor 1996). While some of these structures have been the subject of
increasing empirical investigation such as political parties and local government,
others such as interest groups, international organisations and new social move-
ments have not attracted significant scholarly attention. Second, they assess the
extent to which they are seeking to expand on that role in any way, that is in a more
participatory direction due to the new interactive communication possibilities
offered by the net.

Chapter 1 by Charles Raab and Christine Bellamy opens up the volume by dis-
cussing the problems as well as opportunities that new ICTs present for today’s
centralised but increasingly strained ‘post-parliamentary’ governments. Raab and
Bellamy theoretically lay out the possible consequences new ICTs can have on
political institutions, on intermediary organisations, on policy networks and
finally, on the state in general by focusing on the use of new ICTs by individual
citizens. Chapter 2 by Catherine Needham presents an empirical content analysis
of government websites and web-based consultation in the context of govern-
ment policy commitments in the United States and Britain. Through surveying
the contents of government websites, evaluating previous web-based consulta-
tions and analysing government policy commitments on their own Internet pres-
ence, an assessment can be made of the government’s commitment to net-based
consultation. These findings are then compared with an evaluation of the extent
to which these governments are using the Internet to facilitate state–citizen inter-
action through other channels – such as online service provision and information
dissemination. In Chapter 4, ‘Electronic Democracy and Electronic Parliaments’,
Thomas Zittel considers the importance of technological developments versus the
institutional setting by looking at the US House, the Swedish Riksdag and the
German Bundestag. Zittel defines the term electronic democracy as an (ideal)
three-layered concept that encompasses three different levels of political analysis:
a general conception of democracy, an institutional/structural dimension (demo-
cratic design) and a behavioural dimension (participatory behaviour). This
concept enables thorough empirical analysis by drawing from a quantitative con-
tent analysis of all websites in the three parliaments and from numerous back-
ground interviews with members, parliamentary staffers and outside experts.

This first section concludes with Chapter 5 by Joachim Åström, examining the
relationship between ideas, intentions and initiatives in the process of wiring
Swedish local governments. Do local politicians in Sweden believe in the use of
the Internet in the political process? How far do local government websites pro-
vide comprehensive information and opportunities for interactive communica-
tion? Åström analyses the ideas and experiments of Swedish local government
through an attitudinal survey of local politicians towards ICTs and then compares
the responses with the actual content of municipal websites.

The second part of the volume examines the use of new ICTs at the meso level,
focusing on the adaptations taking place among more formal political organisa-
tions such as parties and trade unions to the more fluid and loosely organised
pressure groups. Chapter 7 by Oren Perez examines the globalisation process and
emergence of largely autonomous, global institutions (WTO, International
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Organisations for Standardisation and ICANN). It puts forward the argument
that there is a need for innovative institutional structures that would enable the
public to scrutinise such global organisations and their organisational norms. It has
been suggested that the Internet offers one such potential vehicle for transnational
public debate. The author reveals how the Internet while not eliminating the
traditional problem of collective public action can contribute to the creation of
transnational communities. Greer and LaPointe (Chapter 6) bring the focus down
to the national level and examine the changing use made by candidates of the web
during the 2000 and 2002 US senate and gubernatorial elections. Candidates as
current and future leaders provide a particularly relevant insight into how well the
representative system is adapting to the challenges and opportunities presented by
the new ICTs. While the questions posed focus on the influence of party on the
uses made of the web, attention is directed towards the impact of broader exter-
nal factors such as the closeness of the election race, as well as individual factors
such as candidates’ gender and age or status as an incumbent. Chapter 8 by Stuart
Hodkinson focuses on non-governmental actors and discusses the role of new ICTs
in reviving trade unionism. The essay profiles the decline of unionism in the face
of globalisation and the potential benefits of the Internet to bring about a new
internationalism among organised labour. Finally, Jenny Pickerill, in Chapter 9,
compares the response of two different forms of environmental organisation: the
well-established pressure group Friends of the Earth UK and the protest network
Woomera2002 in Australia. The chapter assesses the differences that organisa-
tional structure, participatory culture and political context make in terms of the
deployment of ICTs. In short, Pickerill analyses whether loose, non-hierarchical
networks are better able to exploit the technology for mobilisation purposes than
more established formalised pressure groups.

In combining macro- and meso-level data from different contexts we aim to
provide a snapshot, albeit a non-systematic one, of how well the organs of repre-
sentative democracy are utilising the new communication tools, as well as raising
the question of how far context matters. Specifically, the chapters investigate how
far these intermediaries are encouraging participation with the new ICTs, versus
opting for the more static information provision model. While it is hoped that
signs of proactive participatory uses for the technology emerge, the amount of
interactive communication taking place is not presented as a yardstick for giving
the thumbs up or down to certain bodies. The point that is returned to in each
of the chapters is that context matters. Depending on their size, age and function
there will be differing systemic and technological opportunity structures within
which democratic organisations and institutions operate. We need to adjust our
expectations for innovation and change accordingly. A long-established legislative
chamber would inevitably be slower to incorporate the Internet into its operations
compared with a newly started environmental movement filled with young
computer-literate individuals. Now that representative democracy has withstood
the predicted erosion, it is the existing organisational and institutional capacity
and incentives we argue that provide the best guide to predicting the implications
of the new ICTs for democracy.
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Notes

1 The figures presented here were elaborated from the 2001 Pew Internet and Community
Survey. The questionnaire, data set and basic cross-tabs are publicly available for
academic research at �http://www.pewinternet.org� from 8 February 2002.

2 One exception is Pippa Norris’s global survey Digital Divide (2001), which explores some
of these issues in terms of both individual-level participation and institutional and
organisational mobilisation.

3 ‘International E-economy Benchmarking: The Worlds Most Effective Policies for the 
e-Economy,’ Booz Allen Hamilton, November 2002. Available at �http://www.
e-envoy.gov.uk/oee/oee.nsf/sections/esummit-benchmarking/$file/whole_report.pdf�,
accessed on 26 November 2002.

4 The results are based on a restricted n, and should be taken as exploratory only.
5 For a good account of Stop the War campaign’s use of the technology see Alistair

Alexander ‘A Revolution for Revolt,’ The Guardian, 20 February 2003.
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2 Electronic democracy and
the ‘mixed polity’
Symbiosis or conflict?

Charles D. Raab and Christine Bellamy

I have a fantasy in which a modern Constitutional Convention assembles a group
of fifty-five men or thereabouts whose commitment to democracy and whose
wisdom are not in doubt. Their task is to design democratic institutions suit-
able for this small planet in the year 2000. And so they come to the problem of
the unit (Dahl 1967: 957–8).

Introduction: the problem of democracy in
the ‘mixed polity’

Dahl’s wise men disagreed about which unit was the most suitable for democracy,
on a scale ranging from the very local to the global. Yet, because politics occurs
at all these different territorial levels, Dahl argued that we ought to consider
different democratic models for units of different size and kind. The arguments
for democracy at the local end of his scale turned, as they have always done, on
the prospect for direct citizen participation in collective decision-making, while
the necessity for representative institutions was plain at any level beyond the very
small.

Here we are, past the year 2000. The implications of ICTs did not enter
into Dahl’s thinking, nor did – or could – the prospect of a postmodern, post-
parliamentary politics. Nevertheless, the central thesis of this chapter is that ‘the
problem of the unit’ remains with us still. Indeed, it has been made much more
complex by enhanced possibilities for direct participation through ICTs, and by
the postmodern vista that brings into view a wider variety of collectivities. In post-
modern thinking about the networked society, moreover, these collectivities are
increasingly defined not simply in terms of territory, but in terms of interests,
affinities or identities of all sorts. Some collectivities are ‘real’, while others are
‘virtual’, existing only in cyberspace, and some might be very short-lived. Some
aspire to some degree of autonomy, to the right to decide matters for themselves.
Certain of these matters are internal, relating to deliberation and implementation
of rules, policies and issues relating only to the collectivity in question, while
others are concerned with their relations to other polities, including states. For
some groups, it is difficult or impossible to estimate the size of membership, or to



establish clear criteria for joining or exclusion. For some, too, it is impossible to
identify a leader or leadership group, because such roles are eschewed, rather like
student movements in the late 1960s.

In this kind of thinking, cyberspace subverts spatial boundaries, including those
of territorial political communities at all levels. It empowers affinity groups that
cut across jurisdictions, and vastly increases the possibilities of forming temporary
or longer-lasting collectivities. This notion of a partly connected, partly discon-
nected, interweaving and shifting constellation of political forums and arenas
makes Dahl’s problem look simple, grappling as he did with a set of less inclusive,
more stable, more territorially defined political arrangements than would be
possible in the postmodern scenarios. It also makes the design and reform of
democratic processes – especially considering how they might be experienced
by persons who are involved in more than one of these collectivities – far more
interesting, but much less tractable.

Our purpose here is to cast light on the issues that are involved, by exploring
the relationship between the ‘modern’ politics that Dahl took for granted –
especially its characteristic orientation to representative democracy – and an
ICT-powered, postmodern politics characterised by more diffuse structures and
less commensurable political norms. In order to explore this relationship, we con-
ceive of politics as increasingly taking place in a ‘mixed polity’; that is, a polity
composed of a mixture of different, and not obviously compatible, political
forms, some that bear obvious affinities with postmodern politics and others that
continue to be shaped by the legacies of the modern period. In the history of
Western constitutional ideas, ‘mixed government’ was usually conceived as a
mixture of (pre-modern) monarchical and aristocratic elements with (modern)
democratic elements, but we borrow the term to denote a polity composed at
once of modern and postmodern elements. If postmodern practices are emerging –
and we think that this is probably the case – then they must be taking root amidst
an institutional framework that has been shaped in modern times. Their juxtapo-
sition thus creates a mixed polity of considerable complexity.

We conceive of the mixed polity, then, as a welter of jurisdictions, networks and
domains, some defined in terms of recognised territories, some defined in formal
institutional terms, some based on interests and affinities, some constituted online,
but many defined in hybrid terms. We argue, too, that the study of the mixed
polity cannot for long evade or ignore classical questions to do with membership,
accountability, representation and the legitimacy of decisions. In political
structures of traditional, territorial units that have persisted from the modern into
the postmodern era, there is a continuing pressure to maintain processes that
make possible some kind of aggregative and integrative functions in and among
the different networks and sectors in which politics takes place. We assume, how-
ever, that these processes are not likely to enjoy the kind of centrality and primacy
that classical constitutional theory, at least, accords institutions in the ‘electoral
chain of command’ that connects citizens to central institutions of decision-
making.1 Instead, democratic processes focused on electoral politics, representative
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government and parliamentary debates will have to fight for a place amidst a
growing array of competing, cross-cutting forums and countervailing ideas. How,
and indeed whether they can be expected to do so successfully, is a question we
begin to address here.

Various scenarios are taking shape in contemporary thinking about the fluid
politics of the mixed polity. They involve ICTs to different degrees. Some demo-
cratic forums – such as established policy communities – are strongly institution-
alised and provide the means of participation for insider groups in policy-making
within conventionally defined, territorially referenced units, albeit often in ways
that are both closed and opaque. Other groups operate in the well-established
structures of civil society, at different levels, including the grass roots. Their
political influence upon the wider polity is probably best described as limited and
sporadic: it is certainly far from non-existent but tends to be issue-specific
and contingent, although it is also oriented towards formal political processes.
Beyond these well-recognised scenarios is a postmodern one in which still other
groups function at the margins of civil society, with almost no connection to con-
ventional public decision-making arenas and almost no awareness of, or contact
with, the machinery of parties or parliaments. Some of these may constitute
themselves solely as virtual, cyberspace ‘communities’ detached from place and
from the political issues and processes of territorially based politics.

The (as yet empirically unproven) premise behind much postmodern writing
(e.g. Holmes 1997) is that, in principle at least, it will be easier for groups –
however transient and ephemeral – to flourish in the ‘virtual society’ formed in
cyberspace. By this reading, the virtual society can support a much more inclusive
politics, one that is capable of sustaining large numbers of such groups and
involving individuals in multiple memberships, defined by their particular mix of
special interests. At the very least, ‘real-world society’ in general may become
more aware of their existence and demands, so that they are enabled more easily
and confidently to assert and negotiate their claims. For this postmodern scenario
to come to pass, however, it is necessary to assume some kind of connectivity
between the politics that takes place in these different groups – virtual, territorial,
affinity-based or whatever. Will this really be the case, or will postmodern politics
simply grow in the interstices of the modern constitutional state, with no more
heed to its health or demands than that paid by postmodern critics who have sim-
ply written it off ? If territorial boundaries give way in cyberspace, does it follow
that what must give way as well is the idea that politics has essentially to do with
decision-making within, and on behalf of, a discrete and bounded collectivity? If
it does so follow, does it mean, first, that postmodern politics undermines the pos-
sibility of holding any institutions or persons to account for the consequences of
decisions, or for the probity and technical quality of governmental processes.
Second, does it mean, too, that, if decision-making is a matter only for each of
these polities in and for itself, then the need for debate, discussion, argument – in
short, the aggregation or reconciliation of the views or interests of any wider
collectivity – is obviated?
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ICTs: reinvigorating or marginalising formal 
political institutions?

These questions arise from the disjuncture between the significance ascribed to
formal political institutions in modern and postmodern writings, a disjuncture
that lies in their intrinsically opposed views about the significance and desirability
of social complexity and political order, and in the implications of these views for
the ways in which they relate to evolving concepts of representation, aggregation
and accountability. At some danger of oversimplification, it may be said that, as
it developed in western Europe in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
representative and responsible government promoted a concept of order that
placed a premium on hierarchical, top-down control of the demands made by
civil society on the political world. The practice of representation (better under-
stood perhaps as ‘re-presentation’) emerged as a device for simplifying the way the
political elite conceived of society as well as for classifying the sets of views that
came to be expressed. In other words, constitutional models such as mixed
government and then representative democracy held an emergent pluralisation at
bay by structuring and legitimating the kinds of interests that were given a voice
and the channels through which they were able legitimately to express their
demands. They served, therefore, to reduce the volume and scope of issues that
the political system was obliged to process and resolve, as well to restrict the range
of acceptable solutions. It can therefore be argued that representative democracy
emerged as a particularly orderly and mostly successful device for reducing polit-
ical complexity in an era when the growth of the electorate, the growth of the
mass media, and the growth in the range and scope of the administrative state
could be expected to increase massively the range of demands on the political
system. To a significant but – as we argue later – decreasingly successful extent,
representative democracy has served to channel, and therefore to restrict, these
demands while providing a legitimate democratic front. Above all, representative
democracy has secured for governments a degree of freedom and space to deal
with social problems by negotiating in sometimes relatively closed networks with
powerful interests on which, however, they have therefore become increasingly
dependent. In other words, representative democracy buttresses the primacy of
central political institutions and protects them by providing legitimate mecha-
nisms for managing complexity (Easton 1965).

This is a solution to the problem of order that has also carried a high political
price, not least in increasing exclusion, public disillusionment and apathy. It is also
one that has become increasingly less convincing as representative bodies and
elected governments have become less able to monopolise and control processes of
public decision-making. In previous writing (Bellamy and Raab 1999a,b; Bellamy
2000), we analysed the problems faced by representative democracy at the end of
the twentieth century and examined how far ICTs offer scope for its reform
and renewal, with particular reference to its British parliamentary form. In partic-
ular, we were concerned to probe the significance of ICTs for the management
of complexity. Two key questions arose. First, will ICTs serve, for example, to
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encourage the emergence of a wider range of more open, less easily manipulated
interactions between parliamentary elites and members of the public, thus
reinvigorating representative democracy? Second, will they provide governments
with the means of re-centring public decision-making on the ‘electoral chain of
command’ or will they simply reinforce existing problems and trends?

To examine the first of these questions, we surveyed the possible uses of such
devices as telephony, digital TV, personal computers and networked terminals in
public or commercial spaces, and analysed the democratic significance of ICTs,
using a four-rung ‘ladder of informatisation’ of a politics based on parliamentary
institutions (Bellamy and Raab 1999a,b). This ‘ladder’ is reproduced in the
Appendix. We concluded that the application of ICTs could well improve parlia-
mentary procedures and bring representative institutions closer to the public.
But we also found that there are few signs that representative institutions are, as yet,
much interested in innovations on the higher rungs. This is not surprising, for a
number of reasons. Not least of these is the severe challenge that the development
of new information and communication flows pose to what are often deeply
entrenched infrastructures and processes for handling information and communi-
cations, and for controlling the uses to which they are put. The ‘reinforcement’
thesis (Danziger et al. 1982) holds that existing institutions tend to tame new tech-
nologies and shape them to their own purposes: technology thus becomes a tool
for the reinforcement of existing power structures. Democratic institutions find it
easier and less threatening to innovate – and particularly to embed innovation into
their day-to-day routines – in ways that are commensurate with existing commu-
nication paradigms, established structures of political control and well-established
organisational roles.

It follows that we should expect parliaments, too, to focus more effort on
‘informatising’ their own internal business arrangements and on the delivery of
information to the public, with much less interest being shown in stimulating and
incorporating more open democratic interaction. We therefore believe that,
especially in the longer term, the significance of ICTs is more likely to lie in the
service of direct, non-representative forms in which citizens interact with each
other in ways that do not presuppose the existence, or even the primacy of, cen-
tral political institutions. In such a context, attempts to ‘wire up’ parliaments
might be better seen as futile, rearguard actions by deeply conservative institu-
tions jealous of their prerogatives and legitimacy. For these reasons, our overall
thesis was that informatisation can go only so far in adapting conventional
political institutions to the politics of a diffused, pluralist, postmodern society.

This conclusion is reinforced by a broad-brush assessment of the implications of
ICTs in relation to five trends that are commonly perceived to be undermining the
primacy and legitimacy of the ‘electoral chain of command’ in Western repre-
sentative democracies. These trends are:

� the overtaking of conventional politics by electronic media;
� the power of party discipline over representative institutions;
� the control of representative institutions by political executives;
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� the displacement of decision-making into policy networks;
� the ‘hollowing-out’ of the state.

We next examine each in turn.

The overtaking of conventional politics by electronic media

The Internet is often regarded as a pluralising medium, facilitating the creation of
more diverse sources of information as well as new, independent channels of
political communication and debate. Far from reinforcing trends to more highly
managed forms of democracy, cybersociety, it is widely believed, could subvert or
supplant the power of politicians, bureaucrats and media tycoons. There has been
considerable excitement, therefore, about the burgeoning of community net-
works, electronic public squares and online bulletin boards (Tsagarousianou et al.
1998). Petitions are organised electronically; electoral campaigns are revitalised
by online access to candidates’ information and electronic hustings; and electronic
channels are used to disseminate dissident information and views from within
repressive, closed regimes.

The potential significance of such opportunities for democratic participation
may be inestimable, for many of them bear directly upon the core processes of
accountability and representation. However, practice is lagging, especially insofar
as it bears on the quality of interaction among citizens, elected representa-
tives and governments. For many years to come, most people will continue to
receive a significant proportion of their political communication from old-style
broadcast media. Moreover, the increasing convergence of communications and
entertainment media, together with the growing competition between their serv-
ice providers, could seriously challenge traditional public service broadcasting.
Unless they can convey the view that politics matters and is interesting to citizens,
ICTs will have failed to overcome the apathy that corrodes the current system of
representative democracy. But, beyond this consciousness-raising effect, the new
technologies must provide the means for greater participation, on the one hand,
and accountability on the other. Supporting these functions might well be within
the scope of ICTs, depending upon how they permeate society and are
designed with political accessibility in mind, not just as ‘consumer’ tools for fun,
shopping, receipt of state benefits and the like, and certainly not as instruments
for top-down surveillance and control.

The power of party discipline over representative 
institutions

In principle, ICTs could easily support a variety of new channels of communica-
tion within political organisations, through which the patterns of information
flows might be changed and powerful resources made available to ordinary mem-
bers to help them challenge party machines. On the other hand, party elites might
be equipped with a more extensive and effective armoury of electronic tools that
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might reinforce their communicative supremacy; history attests to the difficulty of
reforming party organisations. There is evidence that party bureaucracies are
alert to the possibilities of ICTs for strengthening central control, improving the
efficiency of electoral campaigning and reaching supporters and voters. Whether
they are using ICTs for creating party structures that are more open to influence
from below is less certain (Ward and Gibson 1998). Moreover, as we will dis-
cuss in the following, in the information age traditional parties are as likely to be
side-stepped by new political processes, or ‘hollowed out’, as they are to reinvent
themselves with new ICTs.

The control of parliaments by political executives

The executive’s control of parliament is built into the bones of Cabinet systems
such as that of the United Kingdom, where it is a consequence of the development
of party-political discipline over a century or more. This control is not likely to be
easily loosened simply by the informatisation of representative institutions, espe-
cially if this means little more than enhancing government’s ability to give infor-
mation to parliament, MPs’ ability to communicate with individual citizens or
parliament’s ability to broadcast to the public. Recent and cautious reforms of
parliamentary procedures within the United Kingdom, although not without
important effects on the scrutiny of the executive and on the ability of some
citizens to affect decision agendas more effectively, have so far failed to bring about
fundamental change in the relationship between parliament and government. To
the extent that ICTs have been involved in these changes – for example, the tele-
vising of proceedings (utilising the technologies of the ‘first media age’), the greater
availability of documents and reports on the Internet (utilising the technologies of
the ‘second media age’) and procedures for petitioning legislatures – they offer only
modest comfort to the ‘optimistic’ school. Reports from other countries – for
example, the United States, Denmark, Slovenia and others (Coleman et al. 1999;
Margolis and Resnick 2000) – point to a similar conclusion. Improving the ability
of representative institutions to hold executives to account depends more on struc-
tural and procedural changes, perhaps assisted by ICTs, than on ICTs themselves.

The displacement of decision-making into policy networks

The fragmentation of the governmental system into specialist policy communities
or ‘subgovernments’ embracing both public and private interests has long been
recognised, for example, in the seminal work of Richardson and Jordan (1979)
who coined the term ‘post-parliamentary politics’ to underline its significance for
the ‘electoral chain of command’. There has been rather less comment on the 
de-centring of democracy that may result from this trend, as opposed to tacit
acceptance of it as an inevitable way of managing complexity and interdepend-
ence in the modern world (but see Kooiman 1993; Kickert et al. 1997). The ques-
tion arises, then, as to how ICTs could help to reverse, or at least help to manage,
the trend towards decision-making in what are often closed, non-transparent
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networks outside the main arenas of parliamentary democracy. This question
directs us to consider the extent to which the policy elites that have become
integrated into these networks are themselves subject to democratic control and
renewal.

This issue resonates, therefore, with the growing preoccupation in recent
democratic theory with strategies for democratising the multiple centres of power
and decision-making in the complex, interdependent structures of modern
governance (Etzioni-Halévy 1993). Insofar as new kinds of electronically supported
information flows and resources, including those generated by new kinds of civic
networks and bulletin boards, could help to support such strategies, then informati-
sation could mitigate counter-democratic tendencies associated with policy networks.

There are, however, two important qualifications to be made about such
optimistic scenarios. The first is that by enabling speedier communication and
sharing of information in and around networks, ICTs may themselves be impli-
cated in the proliferation of networking as a form of governance, masking com-
plexity and fragmentation by reducing the costs and inconvenience in managing
relationships across boundaries. In facilitating the trend towards networks,
ICTs also conspire in producing its political consequences. It is likely that some
players will develop better ICT infrastructures than others and – other things
being equal – that they will be able to win more often in the political games played
in networks. The growing dependence on ICTs means that these tools will play an
important part in modifying power balances amongst participants: ICTs, like
money or votes before them, are becoming a powerful resource for political com-
petition. There are likely to be new sets of ‘haves’ and new sets of ‘have-nots’ in
the networked polity. What Schattschneider (1960) called the ‘mobilisation of
bias’ – in which some issues, and the interests associated with them, are organised
into politics whilst others are organised out – might well persist in the networked
polity, even taking new forms, as ICTs rewrite the rules of the game. That would
hardly be a democratic outcome.

Second, even if networked technologies could increase the inclusiveness of at
least some kinds of decision-making processes, we need to consider what kind of
democratic politics would ensue. Democratising the internal processes of political
parties, strengthening and democratising civil institutions (some perhaps in a vir-
tual sense) and enhancing the accountability and circulation of elites within net-
works all speak to the aggregative as well as the expressive functions of representation
and accountability. But they would do so mainly in relation to each of the many
dispersed centres of power in a complex world. What is largely unanswered is
whether and how such scenarios could map onto, or help to reinvent, the
processes of electoral politics and political debate in traditional political units,
especially the core processes of representation and accountability.

The ‘hollowing-out’ of the state

The preceding discussion provides specific illustrations of a more general point, that
governing may be too complex and societies too diffuse to be steered effectively,
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at least through the traditional structures of the Weberian state. One version of
this argument is that the state is being ‘hollowed out’ both from without and
within (Rhodes 1996). In this view, power shifts away from centralised state insti-
tutions in downward, outward and upward directions, although there are serious
doubts that central governments are quite so rapidly and extensively losing their
grip over policies and their implementation in many fields (Pierre and Peters
2000). What is the case, however, is that the constraints on states’ autonomous
power over strategic and economic decision-making have become more apparent
as governments become increasingly entwined in the management of interna-
tional interdependencies. Internally, too, governments are confronted by policy
networks, as discussed earlier, in which the role they play ranges from uncertain
leadership to deep dependence (Weller et al. 1997).

In addition to these problems, governments operate within multi-centric
societies, with shifting modes of influence and multiple sources of power.
Moreover, diversity and complexity go beyond the structural to the cultural: soci-
ety is not only multi-centric but multicultural and varied in its values. The
processes of representative democracy cannot be unaffected by such changes, and
attention must therefore be directed to the cultural provenance of the accounts
and stories that are brokered in representative institutions. How are they negoti-
ated, and by whom? Whose narratives do they represent? Even to pose these ques-
tions is to doubt whether all voices can be equally represented, heard and
reconciled through the restricted and highly managed channels of representative
democracy. They might be more faithfully articulated through new, more direct,
more pluralised modes of democratic politics.

The argument here is that democratic practices must change to accommodate
a socially diverse society, just as they must also respond to the emergence of more
diffuse and complex governing arrangements. Flexible ICT networks appear to
offer the technical means for acknowledging and coping with such complexity.
But for this very reason, they raise important normative issues. Without new
forms of coordination and aggregation, there is a real danger that ICTs will
simply amplify the fragmentation of public space, balkanising politics into multi-
farious and shifting constituencies that cannot be aggregated by any obvious
means into collective decision and action. Moreover, cybersociety transcends
national boundaries as the parameters of political activity, reinforcing trends
towards the globalisation of politics. It is far from clear that the representative
institutions of individual states can find an adequate response. Representatives
may, for example, wish to consider the extent to which, and the means through
which, they should take notice of the outcomes of political debates conducted in
the public squares and bulletin boards of cyberspace. However, such efforts at
incorporation may – rightly perhaps – be seen as forlorn attempts to tame new
technologies and resist the possibility of legitimising new democratic forms.

The conclusion to be drawn from this brief survey of the declining health
of representative democracy is that there are few reasons to suppose that infor-
matisation will either greatly disturb or accommodate the main lines indicated
by these five trends. If anything, it is people operating outside the context of
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representative institutions who are the most enthusiastic about ICTs, and they
appear to see more exciting possibilities for a politics without representative
democracy (e.g. Holmes 1997; Poster 1993, 1997). They are therefore bent either
on replacing it or paralleling it with what they deem to be more authentic, or
direct, democratic forms that are better suited to a post-parliamentary politics.

But what kind of ‘politics’ can that be? Politics as a process concerned with the
making and implementation of decisions by governmental institutions figures
only vaguely in images of postmodern politics, in which the emphasis is far more
on discourse and communication than on deliberation, decision and execution.
Where parliamentary decision-making aggregates and condenses, political dis-
course about a postmodern world disaggregates and expands, celebrating variety
and the rich pluralism of opinion. That discourse, in itself, aims at no terminal
point of aggregative decision. It therefore aims at no action for which anybody
can be held accountable under any code of accountability. It is also, therefore, of
course, a politics in which ‘representation’ seems to have little real meaning or res-
onance as part of a legitimising theory of democracy, and in which ‘accountabil-
ity’ is hard to locate, either conceptually or empirically. This implies serious
consequences for the aggregative and accountability functions that lie at the heart
of representative democracy in large-scale societies – at least, as that form of
democracy has been traditionally understood.

Does this matter and, if so, why? Answering these questions needs to start with
confronting a set of underlying issues to do with the nature and locus of power
and decision-making in the virtual polity, the continuing role and nature of the
modern ‘state’ and how we should think about the relationship of one to the
other. To go back to Dahl (1967): what are the political units in which the prac-
tice of participation and accountability in the mixed polity could and should be
articulated? Before we open up these issues, let us revisit the discussion of a prior
question: what are representative political institutions for?

Integration, plurality and collectivity

The traditional answer to this question is that democracy is not simply about
providing opportunities for individual citizens to express their personal opinions,
to promote their private interests or to seek redress for individual grievances – or
indeed to join together with other citizens to mobilise the power to do these
things – though it must certainly embrace all these possibilities. Individuals also
hold interests in common as a collectivity, a ‘public’, that shares goods and values
in common, makes rules for collective life, and establishes widely accepted
principles for promoting mutual well-being. This recognition of the importance
of the ‘public domain’ has certain crucial implications for assessing the claim that
a political system is ‘democratic’.

First, a democracy must establish open, inclusive processes by which public
issues can be not only aired but also resolved, and through which the value system
underpinning them can be constantly tested and renewed. Second, the decisions
that are made, and the actions that are undertaken, on behalf of the public must
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be open to public display, scrutiny, challenge and revision. Third, the damage that
those decisions and actions might do to individuals and groups must be prevent-
able or at least remediable. Thus, representative democracy involves an inclusive
process, in which participants display certain moral qualities, especially tolerance
of each other’s perspectives and interests and a willingness to mediate them with
reasoned argument. The ideal that is often put forward is a form of deliberative

democracy, involving a search for the best outcome for the collectivity as a whole,
one that is acceptable to, or at least not harmful for, all participants (Fishkin 1991).
‘Deliberative democracy’, of course, can mean different things, as recent discus-
sions show (Elster 1998), but most theorists adhere to a core definition, which:

includes collective decision-making with the participation of all who will be
affected by the decision or their representatives: this is the democratic part.
Also . . . it includes decision-making by means of arguments offered by and to
participants who are committed to the values of rationality and impartiality:
this is the deliberative part.

(Elster 1998: 8; emphasis in original)

Our understanding of aggregation includes deliberation (or discussion, or debate)
as the means for arriving at a (perhaps voted) conclusion of decision- and policy-
making. In using this term, we wish to avoid the connotation of ‘mere’ aggrega-
tion through voting, though we part company with any notion of deliberative
democracy that suggests that all can be resolved simply by maximising opportu-
nities for rational discussion.

All this means that there is a necessary duality – and therefore an important
and inescapable tension – at the very heart of the notion of the ‘public’. Ranson
and Stewart (1994: 60) observe that ‘[p]ublic means not only “the public as a
collectivity” (the whole) but also “the public as plurality” (the many)’. Thus a
‘citizen’ is, at once, both a member of a society with collective interests and an
individual within an aggregation of individuals all of whom have private and
partial interests. The exercise of citizenship therefore implies not only the power
to influence decision-making and to hold decision-makers to account, but to
engage in both of these processes in ways that acknowledge and accommodate
the interrelationships between public purposes and private concerns. Viewed
from the ‘top’, private interests are not only those held by individuals, but also
include sectoral interests formed by, and defining, groups below the level of the
collectivity as a whole, as in most accounts of ‘pluralist’ politics. Viewed from
below, however, the issue is not so simple. Faced with a multitude of arenas, inter-
ests and roles, how can individuals handle their relationships with the diverse and
diffuse communities and networks to which they potentially belong?

As we have seen, Dahl (1967) discussed the problem of recognising and
accommodating a range of territorially defined collectivities within a single state.
Most ‘modern’ democratic theory assumes that the collectivities in question are
coterminous with fixed, constitutionally recognised, political units, such as those
bounded by a nation, a province or a local authority area. Such theory is usually
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couched, therefore, in terms of a simple, one-dimensional relationship between
individual citizens and the unit(s) in question, a relationship that is mediated
primarily if not exclusively through processes of representation and accountability,
channelled through representative bodies. Thus, as we have seen, the political
significance of the representative democracy project lies in the way it reinforced the
ideal of a highly integrated, geographically defined polity, even as the world became
a more complex place. Representative democracy assumes both the possibility and
desirability of a single political sovereign (‘parliamentary sovereignty’) conceived
usually in centralised and hierarchical terms. It therefore assumes a unified and
unitary structure of command, such as the ‘electoral chain of command’. Above all,
it assumes a single and inclusive forum of the political nation, reflected, for exam-
ple, in the primacy of the House of Commons in the UK political system. This
arrangement is constitutionally compatible with the existence of lesser territorial
political entities, which nest within the overall national polity, although in practice
there may be unresolved tensions among levels. In the UK, once again, where local
governments are creatures of Acts of Parliament rather than having entrenched
constitutional status, relationships have been highly conflictual over long stretches of
time, and many issues concerning the relationship between Westminster and the
devolved systems of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland remain unresolved.

Assumptions about the primacy of the overarching polity have been institu-
tionalised through long-standing practices. They emphasize the role of elected
representatives as gatekeepers as well as conduits of democratic opinion, filtering
both the number and range of opinions and issues that come into political
account. They also assert the desirability of simplifying and aggregating opinions
and issues to the point where they are capable of being re-presented and resolved
in a single forum, and they establish administrative arrangements capable of
guaranteeing the primacy, inclusiveness and effectiveness of feedback. These
institutional assumptions are also reflected in how we think about the polities nest-
ing within the state. In these ways, the rhetoric and practices associated with rep-
resentative democracy may be seen as important techniques for controlling and
making more manageable the political effects of social complexity and diversity
at each level of a territorially defined state.

In contrast, however, political theorists have recently become much more con-
scious of the growing mismatch between the confinement of democratic politics
within the restricted channels of representative politics, and the multiple nodes of
power to be found in complex systems of governance. These nodes include many
that transcend the increasingly blurred and shifting boundaries between state and
society, and between one state and another. At the same time, what has become
more apparent is the plurality of connections experienced by individuals to the
multifaceted social and governmental worlds they inhabit. The ‘collectivities’
through which individuals seek to pursue their interests are plural, contingent,
overlapping and often transient: they are neither simply defined nor fixed, and they
are not circumscribed by geography alone. They are constituted by a variety of
criteria, of which the territorial is only one. They are also far from being uniformly
dominated by formal state institutions or by conventional political channels.
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Parliaments and postmodernisation

Most accounts of postmodern society and politics dwell upon the transformation
of the state, and upon the shift of public decision-making away from the primacy
of central institutions in a more fragmented, diffuse polity. Here there are plural
nodes of decision-making, as networks and markets supplant or coexist
with bureaucracies and hierarchies (Maidment and Thompson 1993). In some
versions, there are no normatively privileged ruling institutions and no central
core of agreed public purposes or moral values. For some writers, this shift is
inevitable and is viewed dispassionately: because collective goals cannot be
pursued in the postmodern polity, it is meaningless, and merely nostalgic, to give
them much further thought. It is futile, moreover, to fret about the design of insti-
tutional forms that might give them effect (see, e.g. Frissen 1999: chapter 5,
commenting on recent Dutch parliamentary reform commissions). Indeed, for
theorists such as Poster (1997), it is useless to try to imagine a postmodern ‘democ-
racy’: even to employ this term is to imprison the future in the worn out categories
of modernism. For writers such as these, the stance has to be one of letting go. For
others, however, these trends are to be regretted not least because they empty pol-
itics of collective content, meaning and morality. The danger is not so much that
politics will transmute into a war of all against all, but that:

it will not be about anything in particular. There is no inquiry, no debate, no
agreed-upon grounds for asserting truth-claims, no propositions to be tested,
no persuasion, no refutation, and no requirement that words connote the
same phenomena for everyone.

(Fox and Miller 1995: 69)

The postmodernisation of politics would cut society adrift from the prospect of
improvement guided by generally agreed aims, including the pursuit of egalitar-
ian ends (van Stokkom 1992, cited in Frissen 1999: 107). Furthermore, postmod-
ernists view ICTs as the handmaiden of these accelerating trends. ‘Cyberspace’ is
virtual, and cannot be tied to or mapped onto the formal institutions of the
Weberian state. ‘Cyberdemocracy’ can be developed in all kinds of ways that owe
nothing to the territorial collectivities that their members may inhabit. The very
concepts of ‘membership’ or ‘citizenship’ are unclear and elusive; so too, in con-
sequence, are ‘decision’ and ‘policy’. The very notions of ‘representation’ and
‘accountability’ appear, then, to be irrelevant, embarrassingly outmoded and of
little value in these postmodernising political scenarios.

If this scenario does accurately describe an emergent future, then, as we have
speculated before, the application of ICTs to reinvigorating representative
democracy amounts to ‘wiring-up the deck-chairs’ on a ship of state that is
doomed to sink below the waves (Bellamy and Raab 1999a). But what, then, are
we to make of democratic innovations such as the historic re-creation of a
devolved Scottish government – one, moreover, that is replete with plans for the
extensive use of ICTs in its parliamentary and governmental organisations, as
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well as facilitating communication between these organisations, citizens and social
groups? Is this simply to provide the deckchairs with tartan cushions? The very
centrepiece of the new devolved arrangements is the establishment of a repre-
sentative body – a parliament – one that is related to an accountable executive,
and one of a type that, we are increasingly told by postmodernists, is fast being
consigned to redundancy or oblivion.

This question brings us back to the issues at the heart of this chapter. What
role can there be for central political institutions in the mixed polity, and how
(and how effectively) could the performance of this role be subjected to
democratic involvement and accountability? A scan of contemporary political
theory suggests that it is possible, in principle, to adopt one of four broad
responses to these questions in the literatures on postmodernism and pluralisa-
tion. The first – associated with certain post-Marxist literature (see variously,
Miller 1989; Mouffe 1992; Hirst 1994) – finds it impossible, in the end, to let go
of the concept of the Weberian state, however hollowed out it becomes. This
writing continues to see the state as a special kind of association that can and
should control the terms on which all other associations exist and act. The talk in
this literature is of a continuing process of pluralisation, in which the state itself
fosters a more diverse, participative, inclusive society as a continuous act of polit-
ical will. It devolves more of its own functions, for example, to voluntary associa-
tions in civil society, and takes positive steps to nurture a wider range of
communities. It may thereby come to recognise a much wider range of identities
and demands, including those from hitherto excluded groups. However, the over-
riding claims of social justice mean that it must ultimately retain both the right
and capacity for regulating civil society and mediating among the different con-
stituencies that compose the polity. In other words, there is a powerful if residual
notion that the state, and therefore democratic institutions within the state, should
continue to provide a forum for deciding what is good and just for the collectivity
as a whole. The assumption is that democratic debate can continue to take place
on the basis of common values, bringing, for example, equality and justice to the
fore. It follows that parliaments, however limited their powers, should and could
still aspire to serve as symbols of political integration and as important sources of
coherent policy.

The second response is more commonly associated with post-communitarian
and liberal theorists further to the Right (e.g. MacInytre 1988; Rawls 1972).
It acknowledges – not always with complacency – the multiplicity and diversity of
identities and values in contemporary society and, in consequence, denies that
there is a common platform of values capable of supporting a widely accepted
notion of what is socially just. Indeed, the assertion of such a notion is bound to
be oppressive to those who do not share in the dominant value system. However,
they believe that it might, nevertheless, be possible to agree on a set of procedures
that could permit different groups to compete in the political arena on terms that
could be generally acknowledged as ‘fair’. In this formulation, central institutions
take overarching responsibility for mediating and supervising relations of
competition and exchange that exist among groups and networks. Aggregation is
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important, but it amounts to no more than an agreement about procedure.
Voting, for example, is good enough.

The third response – which, as we have seen earlier, is mainly associated with
postmodernism as a theoretical perspective (Connolly 1991; Poster 1993; Fox
and Miller 1995; Frissen 1999) – is the belief that aggregation in either of these
senses is neither a feasible ambition nor normatively desirable. Formal governing
institutions may survive, but have no generally accepted prior claim to regulate or
mediate among other associations, groups or networks. Postmodern society is
seen, rather, as a web of affinities and affiliations, often shifting and never
permanently fixed. Social bonds are formed from webs of meaning that are con-
stantly renegotiated and always contingent. From this perspective, any attempt to
re-centre politics on the state, to impose an overarching set of values or proce-
dures, is therefore bound to be partial and oppressive: aggregation is an inherently
dangerous aspiration. What, however, is there to prevent this ambition being real-
ized? What, too, is there to ensure that webs are open, or to prevent the emer-
gence of new forms of exclusion? At this point, postmodern theory tends to fall
back on the assertion that postmodern politics are likely to be associated with new
dispositions and attitudes, ones that are capable of fostering new connectivities
and more open, more welcoming political discourses and communicative
orientations. It therefore fosters a hope that postmodern society can engender
greater mutual respect. Whether this hope is based on anything more solid than
unfounded optimism is as yet far from clear.

The fourth response – one to which our own analysis tends – acknowledges post-
modern tendencies to fragmentation and balkanisation, and agrees that they cast
important doubts on the practical competence of the modern state. But, at the
same time, it is much more sceptical about the possibility of an unproblematic,
universal shift to a new postmodern political style. It seems more likely that the
emerging polity will be a hybrid or mixed social form, in which the contradictions
between modernity and postmodernity set up tensions that will prove to be impos-
sible to resolve. On the one hand, the mediative, aggregative, aspirations of the
state and its central machinery will never finally wither (though the capacity to
fulfil them may well become severely attenuated), and the traditional functions of
representative bodies – aggregation, representation and ensuring accountability –
will never become entirely redundant. On the other hand, the pluralisation of
society, the growing complexity of decision-making, the diffusion of governance
and the growing popularity of anti-foundationalist discourses will make it increas-
ingly difficult to sustain the legitimacy and the effectiveness of the ‘electoral chain
of command’.

The end of parliamentary institutions?

It might seem, on the one hand, that the effort and money spent on reinventing
representative institutions amounts to little more than a sentimental clinging to an
outdated tradition, to a much-loved political teddy bear. Who really believes in
them any more? No need to pension them off, however: time will take its toll,
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despite all the effort devoted to modernising and informatising these bodies.
Political and governmental institutions correspond to the societies they inhabit
and lead. When – even in Scotland or other places seized with a new-found sense
of political identity – we can no longer be certain what constitutes the ‘collectivity’;
when its manifestation is no longer uniquely tied to an identifiable territory coter-
minous with a contemporary ‘state’; when interests can be aggregated at global
and sub-state levels; when deliberation and decision-making can take place in
multiple arenas at many levels or at no ‘level’ at all; then the claims of the parlia-
mentary-democracy project look increasingly threadbare.

On the other hand, it is possible to assert that, though in practice representa-
tive bodies may be of small relevance to the making of decisions and to the
exercise of power, they nevertheless play an essential part in bestowing meaning
and legitimacy on governance, however dispersed and diffused. Indeed, it may be
argued that this role will become more, not less, important in conditions of polit-
ical change, fragmentation and unpredictability. In the proper sense of Bagehot’s
(1867/1963) famous term, parliaments, and the party politicians who strut across
their floors, have become ‘dignified’ parts of the political system, exercising few
direct powers but playing an equally important role in focusing interest and fixing
popular attention. Their most significant function is to act as the front offices of
politics, displaying the issues of the day, and influencing and reflecting the chang-
ing political climate which is, at bottom, the only effective restriction on the pow-
ers of back-office networks. For example, it is not necessary to believe that the
Scottish people fell victim to a delusion that a self-governing nation collectively
required an ‘efficient’ deliberative body in order to argue the case for the estab-
lishment of the Scottish Parliament. Rather, by this view, the Scottish Parliament
is a symbolically necessary institution, acting both as a powerful source of legiti-
mation of, and a lodestone for, Scottish aspirations both inside and outside the
Scottish political world. It is also, obviously, a working legislature, but it would be
to underestimate its full significance to see this as its sole function.

This argument assumes, then, that representative institutions are still perceived
as a special source of democratic legitimacy, capable of establishing the demo-
cratic credentials of a regime in a way that no other institutions can. It assumes,
too, that postmodern politics has not yet established its own claims to legitimacy
or transcended what is still, largely, a modern or even pre-modern political
culture. Elements of postmodern politics must coexist with the modern con-
sciousness of a past in which the achievement of the representative franchise was
the distinctive mark of political belonging, and in which the attrition or abolition
of parliamentary institutions signalled important dangers. It is true, of course,
that, in the recent past, these dangers were more often associated with the asser-
tion of centralised, authoritarian regimes rather than the splintering of power in
an array of disparate networks and groups. But can we face a postmodern future
without the blessing of representative institutions? On what objects should polit-
ical legitimacy now come to rest? A diffuse agglomeration of self-governing,
sometimes transitory, fragments?
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Parliaments in the mixed polity: still an efficient part
of the political system?

This discussion gives force to our view that the most salient feature of contempo-
rary government is that we are situated between parliamentary and post-parliamentary forms

of governance in a mixed polity that uncomfortably embraces elements of both. The future,
indeed, is just as likely to consist of diverse combinations of these forms, as it is
to witness either the replacement of modern politics by postmodern politics or the
successful resistance of the postmodern by the modern. Elements of modernity
will persist into a postmodernising world, which will exhibit varying kinds and
degrees of accommodation and tension. In this mixed polity, networks may
proliferate but will not have entirely supplanted older, bureaucratic structures of
policy-making and implementation. Central administrative machines may con-
tinue – altering in shape and scope, reinventing their modes of steering or row-
ing, hiving off some functions, decentralising others and devolving still more – but
they will neither wither away nor become irreversibly hollowed out. In practice,
networks tend to adjust to and incorporate these machines, rather than entirely
displace them. Markets may be playing a more prominent role in the allocation
of values, but they do not normally stand alone and are entwined with other
arrangements (Thompson et al. 1991). Indeed, one interesting manifestation of
the mixed polity is that ‘co-production’ between the state and society is coming to
be seen as a favoured way of making and implementing policy (Kooiman 1993;
Kickert et al. 1997) even though, from a democratic point of view, many com-
mentators are concerned with their democratic legitimacy (e.g. Rhodes 1997).
The main point we make here is that governments are far from irrelevant or invis-
ible in both the literature on and the practice of governance, although their role,
influence and accountability are often unclear.2

The scenario of postmodern governance is of a kaleidoscope of many forms,
including those that reflect older concepts of policy-making, representation and
deliberation. Its elements are sometimes conflicting, often tailored to the influ-
ences of different domains and often inappropriately applied. But it is always var-
iegated rather than uniform, and that is what is ‘postmodern’ about it. Above all, the
postmodern polity celebrates complexity. As we saw earlier, the modern polity
recoils from it, denying it or trying to reduce it, and representative democracy has
offered important techniques for bringing this about. The mixed polity, on the
other hand, must search for ways of accommodating complexity while also com-
ing to terms with the far from unspent legacies of representative democracy.

It may be, too, that parliaments will still have, and should have, a substantive, as
well as a legitimating, role to play, in helping to provide for representational,
aggregative and accountability functions in the mixed polity. Or perhaps a
better way of expressing this is that the performance of a ‘dignified’ role (in
Bagehot’s terms) necessarily involves the possibility that representative institutions
will continue to have a powerful, if not always easily and directly measurable,
influence on public policy and governmental decision-making. As Judge
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(1999: 140; emphasis in original) writes, citing a host of supportive literature:

To conclude that parliament’s substantive contribution to law-making is lim-
ited, even peripheral in the case of detailed formulation and implementation,
does not mean that parliament is peripheral to the process of policy making
itself. Often the contribution of parliaments are [sic] indirect . . . , or perform
a ‘climate setting’ role, or, through oversight of policy implementation,
contribute to the ‘next round’ of policy development . . . But, even if it is con-
ceded that, despite all of this, parliament’s practical contribution to policy
making is relatively restricted, the crucial point remains that parliamentary
representation is still of paramount importance in the legitimation of public policy
outputs.

The functions of representation and accountability

This argument points to the conclusion that representative bodies will continue to
remain (however peripherally) part of the ‘efficient’ element of the polity, relevant
to the direct exercise of whatever effective power still accrues to the Weberian state.
We assess this assertion, by exploring what the concepts of representation and
accountability might mean, why they might still be important and how they might
be operationalised, in the mixed polity. Perhaps unsurprisingly, our tentative con-
clusion will be that the tensions and contradictions in such a polity make it much
more problematic to see how representative institutions can help to make them
work but – more contentiously perhaps – we nevertheless assert the continuing
importance of these concepts to the democratic health of the contemporary polity.
This then, is a conceptual and practical problem that needs to be more thoroughly
addressed in relation to the postmodernisation and virtualisation of democracy.

As we have seen already, representation can be seen as a way of coping with
overload by simplifying and aggregating demands made upon decision-making
bodies, as systems models such as Easton’s (1965) show. Structures outside or at
the boundary of the ‘black box’ do not transmit raw pressures or messages;
instead, they filter, combine, restate and select them in ways that can then be
processed by the government machine. Although systems approaches oversimplify
and thereby distort the nature of politics and policy-making, they nevertheless
serve a useful purpose by pointing up the role of gatekeeping institutions in the
political system. In particular, they set out the rationale for aggregative functions
that help to keep the system’s fuse from blowing. Representative institutions play
a significant gatekeeping role, but elected representatives transform what they
‘represent’. The degree to which they distort (misrepresent) the views, interests
and demands that they ‘stand for’, and the reasons why they take-up some while
rejecting others, is an important evaluative question, one that exposes the extent
to which the frustration of unalloyed popular demands is legitimate in a demo-
cratic polity. Representative government is government in which no one person or
section can get all they want. Compromise is not only functionally crucial but is
thereby cloaked in legitimacy to the point where it is seen as a positive virtue.
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In such a system, no one wins outright but some potential issues lose outright by
not even getting past the gatekeepers. Depending on the electoral importance of
different mixes of interests, the skill of the gatekeeper lies in convincing losers that
they have at least had their interests taken into account – a problem that is best
pointed up in the Burkean notion of virtual representation. As has been well
understood for many years, the success of gatekeeping skills depends upon there
being a substantial degree of popular deference to, or trust in, the system – in its
processes and incumbents – in order to reconcile as many groups as possible to a
process in which they can never entirely win and may sometimes badly lose.

More recently, the crucial, complexity-reducing function of trust has been
examined by Luhmann (1979), and its importance is now being rediscovered in
the proliferating literatures on co-production, power-dependency, and networks.
In the networks of the mixed polity, the mutual negotiation of roles and the crit-
ical role played by the exchange of resources, involves trust in the willingness and
ability of partners to work to mutual advantage (Raab 1992). In its further devel-
opment of these relationships into ‘contingent interdependency’ (Frissen 1999:
227), postmodern governance does not obviate, but may even extend, the need for
trust. Frissen writes:

Administration . . . should primarily rest on a trust in autonomy. Not because
autonomy self-evidently produces what is good but because confidence in
autonomy is both intelligent and pleasant. It is intelligent because the admin-
istration links up with processes of social fragmentation in a flexible fashion . . .
It is pleasant because it avoids the administrative perversions . . . of totalising
intervention and the destruction of variety. It thereby eliminates the need for
fraud, deceit and calculation on the part of autonomous actors and domains
towards the central planners . . . But this is not a trust in some ideal of basic
democracy or in some naive anarchism. It is a trust based on a respect for
contingency, an appreciation of fragmentation and the hope for connections.

(Frissen 1999: 226)

What has changed in the concept of ‘trust’ is that its use and meaning has shifted
over time. No longer are we so concerned as were Burke, Bagehot or Almond and
Verba, for example, with the trust of the people in the ‘system’ as a whole –
vertical, bottom-up, generalized trust, if you like. Instead, we have become much
more interested in how trust is created in the context of specific relationships for
particular purposes. Some examples are the establishment of popular trust rela-
tions within a pervasive but specific functional regime (e.g. governments’ current
concern with establishing popular trust in e-commerce (Raab 1998); the estab-
lishment of trust between partners in a public/private partnership; and, as in the
quotation above, the establishment of trust between tiers within devolved politi-
cal or managerial arrangements. What all these examples illustrate well is that this
growing interest in trust reflects the more diffused, flexible and contingent nature
of contemporary governance, and this must include the exquisite difficulties of
establishing trust relationships in the virtual world of cyberspace.
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At first sight, at least, it seems obvious that while postmodern life may create
an increasing need for trust, it may, at the same time, place decreasing emphasis
on the effectiveness of – or indeed, the need for – gatekeeping. In contrast to
hierarchical conceptions of order that were embedded in the model of represen-
tative democracy, complexity is not a problem for postmodern politics; indeed
it may even be positively welcomed as reflecting more accurately the complexity
of postmodern societies. The problem that has preoccupied theorists as diverse
as Hobbes, Burke, Crick and Easton – that of reconciling diversity and order –
seems to disappear. The idea that politics has to do with the difficult task 
of making authoritative decisions within, on behalf of and with the acceptance
of the members of a collectivity fades away. Whereas gatekeeping inevitably
frustrates desires, the plural segments and arenas of the postmodern polity
hold out the prospect of gratifying and indulging them. There is no gatekeep-
ing because there is no certain place to erect the gates; by the same token, there
can also be no ‘black box’. But this means, too, that postmodern politics
undermines the possibility of, and indeed ceases to nurture the ambition for,
holding anyone to account for the probity, quality or consequences of public
acts. If no one is in charge, the concept of ‘stewardship’, a concept that is
inherent in the liberal emphasis on accountability (Gray and Jenkins 1985), is also
extinguished.

None of this can be shrugged off as of little or no consequence for the quality
of governance and the health of democracy. For all its faults, the system of rep-
resentative democracy classically recognises the need to provide political author-
ity for making and implementing binding decisions at the ‘macro’ level, whatever
or wherever that level may be for the decision in question. It provides, for exam-
ple, a well-recognised means for establishing and renewing an overarching legal
framework, for the democratic control or regulation of public goods. Above all,
perhaps, it supplies a legitimate technique for extracting and allocating money
and other resources for purposes that exceed the scope and capacities of smaller
or less inclusive domains. It also provides authoritative constitutional and political
arrangements for mediating relations between these collectivities.

But if social action or public decision-making is simply a matter for each one
of a plethora of social fragments, the possibility of collective deliberation or even
transparency about transcendent issues is thrown into doubt. If the public sphere
is splintered into a pluralistic array of transient groups, the wider repercussions of
actions in one domain on other domains will be difficult to recognise and control.
Perhaps this could be done simply by ad hoc connection and local negotiation and
exchange. If so, it is not clear how these processes could be made to involve the
most appropriate stakeholders, or how outcomes could be implemented and
enforced, whatever the material, organisational and political resources available
to the unit in question. It may be that central institutions carry residual responsi-
bilities for seeing that questions such as these are addressed, and that the imple-
mentation of outcomes is adequately supported and resourced. But what would
give them the legitimacy and – just as important – the political capability to do
so, is problematic.
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Conclusion

Such issues serve to point up the true importance of ICTs for the emerging mixed
polity, and for our understanding of post-parliamentary democracy. The signifi-
cance of electronic means for political participation is often seen to lie in the
circumvention of the need for representation or mediation. But such a shift
towards direct democracy does not by itself necessarily pose a threat to the public
realm or its central institutions. Participatory democracy (Pateman 1970; Budge
1996) still involves decision-making by and for the collectivity as a whole, and
therefore still involves the ideals of representation and accountability. It is rather
the de-centring of those institutions in postmodernity that challenges the centrality
of these concepts, whether democratic processes are supported by ICTs or not.

If a representative institution is a centripetal force, the centrifugal force of
cyberspace is its antagonist. In the mixed polity, we can expect that the processes
of mutual adjustment between sectors, groups or interests will increasingly take
place outside the central arenas of representative democracy. This shift inevitably
obscures both the locus and processes of decision-making, making it impossible
for members outside these forums to fix responsibility or influence outcomes,
though in practice much might depend on what constitutes domains or fragments
within the mixed polity and the extent to which their memberships overlap.
Thus it might depend on which categories or groups are involved; whether they
are mutually exclusive or cross-cutting; whether the sectors are horizontally or
hierarchically aligned or nested; what the criteria are for membership and who,
in the end, determines and enforces them; and what kinds of internal processes
and leadership are extant in various domains. But these contingent approaches to
participation and representation are silent on a central question: whether the
interest of the wider polity in the affairs of each domain can and should be recog-
nised. Is anyone responsible, for example, for ensuring that the interaction of the
parts adds up to something approaching fairness, equity and coherent policy?

As we have seen, our working assumption is that we will be faced with a mixed
polity in which postmodern novelty will coexist with the political legacies of
modernity. In particular, the political machinery associated with the modern state
will continue to exist, even if many of its functions are devolved or dispersed.
Governments will continue to raise taxes and allocate expenditures, representa-
tive bodies will continue to legislate, nation states will continue to conduct diplo-
macy, maintain armies and go occasionally to war, and territorially defined
collectivities will still function and assert their authority. However attenuated, it is
the machinery of government – as that term has been customarily understood –
that will probably bear the brunt of mediating, cohering and regulating the
diffuse, overlapping networks of governance. The paradox is that, far from with-
ering away, central institutions, including parliaments and the like, may be faced
with intensified problems of managing political complexity. These problems are
born of the assumption – which we share – that there may be circumstances in
which it is desirable to hold some rings, at least, between disparate elements, and
that it will be important to do so in ways that are recognised to be democratic and
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legitimate. Whether in the end, politics in the mixed polity can be centred in these
ways, remains, of course, to be seen.

Appendix: applying a ‘ladder of informatisation’
to parliamentary democracy
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Online participation in proceedings of parliamentary committees
Online participation in citizen juries and deliberative panels
Online participation in focus groups
Participation in political forums in civil society, such as electronic public 

squares and village halls
Mobilisation of opinion through online petitions and political campaigns
Online participation in election hustings

Online advice bureaux held by MPs
E-mail correspondence between MPs, citizens and the Executive

Publication of MPs’ voting records and position papers
Information about the availability of MPs
Parties’ election manifestos and candidates’ position papers
Broadcasting of parliamentary proceedings
Publication of records of parliamentary proceedings and votes
Publication of official and parliamentary reports, policy documents and 

draft bills

Expert-systems support for legislation
Electronic voting for MPs in parliamentary votes
Online access for MPs to draft bills, minutes of debates, committee 

agendas, etc.
Online access for MPs to library and information services
Electronic voting in parliamentary elections

Source: Bellamy and Raab, 1999b.

This ladder is designed to illustrate the broad distinction between the use of ICTs
to strengthen the efficiency and effectiveness of the state in controlling and serv-
ing citizens, and the use of ICTs as ‘citizen technologies’. On the lowest rung are



proposals for strengthening parliamentary democracy by enhancing the efficiency
and effectiveness of elected representatives, thus enhancing the influence and
prestige of parliaments. Such innovations respond to the claim that a major
source of parliaments’ failure to deliberate wisely and to scrutinise government
effectively lies in the low quality and independence of information possessed by
elected representatives. ICTs could redress such problems by, for example,
providing online access to significantly enhanced library and research services.
However, whilst these measures may be valuable improvements in the way in
which representatives work, they do not necessarily widen citizen participation or
significantly improve the processes of parliamentary democracy.

On the second rung, better provision of information to the public is available
through networked technologies, such as the Internet or digital TV, which offer
fast, cheap and effective ways of disseminating a wide variety of information.
This might include records of parliamentary debates; draft legislation and com-
mittee papers; information about MPs, including their availability to constituents,
voting records or position statements; information from Ministers, such as
answers to parliamentary questions; and information about elections, including
party manifestos and campaign materials. Potentially, at least, the wider and
greater availability of such material could enable citizens to undertake their roles
as electors and constituents more competently and intelligently, but it also
increases their reliance on point-to-mass, ‘broadcast’ channels of information dis-
semination and thus on those who control those modes.

These two rungs, and the categories of technology-mediated innovation asso-
ciated with them, involve the use of technologies as accessible sources of richer,
more comprehensive, more flexibly organised information resources. However,
they take relatively little advantage of the interactive capabilities of ICTs for
supporting qualitatively different kinds of interaction and participation in the
democratic process. Our third level therefore denotes a range of proposals for
exploiting, for example, the interactive possibilities of telephone helplines or
email in creating new bonds between representatives and the public. The third
rung, however, remains more or less within the realm of communications involv-
ing citizens as individuals who largely interact with representatives over their
private concerns.

The fourth and top rung, on the other hand, involves proposals for using ICTs
to offer members of the public opportunities to participate more directly and, at
least as important, more collectively, in the policy ‘input’ processes of parliamen-
tary democracy. These opportunities may also enable more direct and collective
approaches to holding representatives and governments to account, as we will
explore here. The early history of electronic democracy is littered with experi-
ments, often termed ‘electronic town meetings’ or ‘city forums’, to use cable TV
to involve voters actively in election hustings, in discussions with elected repre-
sentatives or in confrontations with officials (Abramson et al. 1988). The Internet
provides even richer, more widely available, opportunities for democratic interac-
tion on the issues of the day, particularly in the formative stages of making poli-
cies or laws. It is not difficult, for example, to conceive of arrangements that could
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permit members of the public or spokespersons of pressure groups to present
online evidence to parliamentary committees.

These ‘higher rung’ applications of ICTs appear to present unambiguously
positive opportunities for strengthening the involvement, competence and power
of citizens in the processes of parliamentary democracy. We enter, however, a
couple of important caveats. The first is that it is by no means obvious that
dissemination will necessarily be either universally rapid or egalitarian. The
foregoing analysis indicates that those facilities capable of supporting the richest
information services and the most convenient interactive communications media
will be disseminated most quickly and intensively amongst young, educated
people in the higher social classes, especially those who currently enjoy continu-
ous, personal access to PCs and who will continue to form a significant tranche of
the market for cellular phones. For this reason, indeed, many governments and
commercial companies assume that, for several years to come, call centres –
accessed, in the main, by customers using touch-pad phones connected to land-
lines – will continue to provide important channels for high-volume, low-value
transactions, such as claiming welfare benefits. In other words, although facilities
for e-commerce and e-government will almost certainly spread rapidly in the next
few years, it does not automatically follow that all sections of the public will
thereby enjoy equal access to those technologies and services that are best suited
to supporting more sophisticated democratising inputs.

The second caveat is that it is by no means self-evident that investment in ICTs
will necessarily favour the rapid emergence of higher-level applications, so far as
electronic democracy is concerned.

Notes

1 We use the term ‘electoral chain of command’ to capture the relationship between
electorate, parliament and government in European constitutional democracies in
conformity with the model offered, e.g. in Hoff et al. (2000: 4).

2 The following extract is taken from a recent Dutch policy document (Dutch Parliament,
2000: para. 2.1) and captures well the tensions apparent in a system caught uneasily
between Weberian, social democratic and postmodernist assumptions:

Government and citizens are increasingly operating in a network society in which
they are becoming more and more equal and in which the strength of government is
determined by the delivery of quality and by the joint creation and sharing of policy
information. Indeed, policy can in some cases even be said to be a co-production.
Yet at the same time justice must also be done to the more traditional function of
government, for example maintaining law and order and exercising the monopoly on
protecting safety and security, although government is also having to take on new
roles such as interactive and communicative leadership. Government has, however,
traditionally been a referee too, and has as such been responsible for the public
interest, taking account of minority interests. A new balance must be struck in the
network society between government, the market sector and civil society. With the
advent of the network society, government must invest in newly shaped information
relationships.

40 Charles D. Raab and Christine Bellamy



References

Abramson, J., Arterton, F. and Orren, G. (1988) The Electronic Commonwealth, New York:
Basic Books.

Bagehot, W. (1867, reprinted 1963 with introduction by Crossman, R.) The English

Constitution, London: Fontana.
Bellamy, C. (2000) ‘Modelling Electronic Democracy’, in Hoff, J., Horrocks, I. and Tops, P.

(eds), Democratic Governance and New Technology, London: Routledge.
Bellamy, C. and Raab, C. (1999a) ‘Wiring-Up the Deck-Chairs?’, Parliamentary Affairs,

52 (3), 518–34.
Bellamy, C. and Raab, C. (1999b) ‘Parliamentary Democracy and New Technology’,

paper prepared for the Colloque Internationale, Les Parlements dans la Société de

l’Information, organised by the Sénat and CEVIPOF, Paris, 18–19 November 1999.
Budge, I. (1996) The New Challenge of Direct Democracy, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Coleman, S., Taylor, J. and van de Donk, W. (eds) (1999) Parliament in the Age of the Internet,

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Connolly, W. (1991) Identity and Difference, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Dahl, R. (1967) ‘The City in the Future of Democracies’, American Political Science Review,

61 (4), 953–70.
Danziger, J., Dutton, W., Kling, R. and Kraemer, K. (1982) Computers and Politics, New York:

Columbia University Press.
Dutch Parliament (2000) Contract with the Future, Memorandum Lower Chamber, session

year 1999–2000, 26387, nr. 8, 19 May.
Easton, D. (1965) A Systems Analysis of Political Life, New York: John Wiley & Sons.
Elster, J. (ed.) (1998) Deliberative Democracy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Etzioni-Halévy, E. (1993) The Elite Connection, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Fishkin, J. (1991) Democracy and Deliberation, New Haven: Yale University Press.
Fox, C. and Miller, H. (1995) Postmodern Public Administration, Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage.
Frissen, P. (1999) Politics, Governance and Technology, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.
Gray, A. and Jenkins, W. (1985) Administrative Politics in British Government, Brighton:

Wheatsheaf Books.
Hirst, P. (1994) Associative Democracy, Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press.
Hoff, J., Horrocks, I. and Tops, P. (eds) (2000) Democratic Governance and New Technology,

London: Routledge.
Holmes, D. (ed.) (1997) Virtual Politics, London: Sage.
Judge, D. (1999) Representation, London: Routledge.
Kickert, W., Klijn, E-H. and Koppenjan, J. (eds) (1997) Managing Complex Networks, London:

Sage.
Kooiman, J. (ed.) (1993) Modern Governance, London: Sage.
Luhmann, N. (1979) Trust and Power, London: John Wiley & Sons.
MacIntyre, A. (1988) Whose Justice? Which Rationality? London: Duckworth.
Maidment, R. and Thompson, G. (eds) (1993) Managing the United Kingdom, London: Sage.
Margolis, M. and Resnick, D. (2000) Politics as Usual, Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage.
Miller, D. (1989) Market, State and Community, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mouffe, C. (ed.) (1992) Dimensions of Radical Democracy, London: Verso.
Pateman, C. (1970) Participation and Democratic Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.
Pierre, J. and Peters, B. (2000) Governance, Politics and the State. Basingstoke: Macmillan.

Electronic democracy and the ‘mixed polity’ 41



Poster, M. (1993) The Second Media Age, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Poster, M. (1997) ‘Cyberdemocracy: The Internet and the Public Sphere’, in Holmes, D.

(ed.), Virtual Politics, London: Sage.
Raab, C. (1992) ‘Taking Networks Seriously’, European Journal of Political Research, 21 (1–2),

69–90.
Raab, C. (1998) ‘Electronic Confidence’, in Snellen, I. and van de Donk, W. (eds), Public

Administration in an Information Age, Amsterdam: IOS Press, 113–33.
Ranson, S. and Stewart, J. (1994) Management for the Public Domain, Basingstoke: Macmillan.
Rawls, J. (1972) A Theory of Justice, Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Rhodes, R. (1996) Understanding Governance, Milton Keynes: Open University Press.
Rhodes, R. (1997) ‘Foreword’, in Kickert, W., Klijn, E-H. and Koppenjan, J. (eds),

Managing Complex Networks, London: Sage.
Richardson, J. and Jordan, A. (1979) Governing Under Pressure, Oxford: Martin Robertson.
Schattschneider, E. (1960) The Semisovereign People, New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
van Stokkom, B. (1992) De Republiek der Weerbaren, Houten: Bohn Stafleu Van Loghem.
Thompson, G., Frances, J., Levacic, R. and Mitchell, J. (eds) (1991) Markets, Hierarchies and

Networks, London: Sage.
Tsagarousianou, R., Tambini, D. and Bryan, C. (eds) (1998) Cyberdemocracy, London:

Routledge.
Ward, S. and Gibson, R. (1998) ‘UK Political Parties on the Net’, Harvard International

Journal of Press/Politics, 3 (1), 14–38.
Weller, P., Bakvis, H. and Rhodes, R. (1997) The Hollow Crowns, Basingstoke: Macmillan.

42 Charles D. Raab and Christine Bellamy



3 The citizen as consumer
E-government in the United Kingdom
and the United States

Catherine Needham

Introduction

New information and communication technologies (ICTs) have the potential to
radically reconfigure the state–citizen relationship. The Internet, in particular, has
the scope to have an enormous impact on state–citizen dialogue, given its capac-
ity to surmount geographical barriers and allow interactive and simultaneous
mass transmission. Forms of state–citizen interaction that have been dominant for
over a century, such as constituent surgeries, public meetings and face-to-face
consultative hearings can be replaced by email and online discussion forums.
Such developments have led Grossman to argue, ‘Interactive telecommunications
technology makes it possible to revive, in a sophisticated modern form, some of
the essential characteristics of the ancient world’s first democratic polities’
(Grossman 1995: 48).

The extent to which this transformative potential is being realised depends to
a large extent on how established institutions are responding to the opportunities
being provided by the new ICTs. As the introductory chapter to this volume has
highlighted, context matters, and the adaptability of conventional actors in the
political system is expected to be shaped in large part by their existing internal
norms and patterns of behaviour. This chapter addresses this issue through an
evaluation of the ‘electronic government’ programmes of the United Kingdom
and United States. The term electronic government here refers to all forms of
government–citizen interaction online but excludes participation on election or
party websites, or citizen-to-citizen interaction.1 The goal is to assess how exten-
sively central governing institutions have integrated new technologies into their
patterns of working. In order to do this the online activity of the executive and
legislative branches of government are analysed to identify the priorities that the
two governments have set in establishing their online presence, and then assessed
against the empirical evidence. The first section of the chapter discusses the
theoretical debates surrounding electronic government, outlining the implications
of different forms of online operability for democracy and citizenship. The model
of the active citizen, providing input into policy-making via online feedback chan-
nels, is contrasted with the citizen-consumer, a passive recipient of electronically
delivered outputs from the state.



The chapter then goes on to examine the design and implementation of
e-government strategies in the United Kingdom and the United States, to see how
far individuals are encouraged to be citizens or citizen-consumers in their elec-
tronic interactions with government. Policy documents on electronic government
are analysed alongside a review of current online provision to measure the extent
to which priority is given to service and information provision, or to consultation
and feedback. On the basis of this, the two governments’ online presence is eval-
uated against both their own stated policy objectives and against normative stan-
dards regarding democratic engagement with citizens. Finally, conclusions are
drawn about the extent to which the moves towards e-government in these two
countries conform to the models of adaptation outlined in the introductory
chapter. How far does the evidence support the idea of a decline and erosion of
the familiar aggregative structures of executives and legislatures in society, as
opposed to the prospect of renewed relevance and revitalisation?

New ICTs, democracy and the citizen

Predictions about the impact of new ICTs on democracy range from the scepti-
cal to the optimistic. Some, such as Barber (1999) and Hague and Loader (1999)
have highlighted the scope for ICTs to be used to nurture ‘strong democracy’,
enabling citizens to become active participants in the political community. Others,
such as Elshtain (1982), reject the democratising potential of such technologies,
arguing, ‘interactive systems encourage social atomisation and . . . foster the
impression that an electronic transaction is an authentic democratic choice’
(Elshtain 1982: 109). Some, including Margolis and Resnick (2000) and Davis
(1999) highlight the potential for the new technologies to be co-opted by govern-
ments and used to consolidate existing political power structures. Across these dif-
ferent perspectives there is agreement that technology is not deterministic in
its effects; the impact of technological change is mediated by the political and
cultural context. As Noveck puts it:

It is not technology per se which either fosters or denigrates the connection
between communications media and participatory democratic culture.
Technology exists within a framework of values and ideals both inherent to
it and imposed by the external legal and institutional structures.

(Noveck 2000: 20)

The impact of new ICTs on democracy and citizenship depends to a large
extent on how governmental institutions choose to develop their online presence
and set their priorities for web-based interaction. Whilst citizenship can flourish
outside the institutional context, it is through institutions that government–citizen
interactions are controlled and mediated by government. Governmental actors
both initiate interactions and configure the channels through which citizens can
contact government. As governments develop publicly available websites they
must make a choice about which aspects of these interactions to move online, and
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decide how far the opportunities presented by technology should reshape 
the content of these interactions as well as their form. The extent to which tech-
nology will be democratising in its potential will depend in large part on the will-
ingness of governments to act as leader and facilitator of expanded democratic
participation.

In developing an online presence, governments choose whether to move their
offline functions online, or to transform those functions to take full advantage of
the opportunities presented by new technologies. Such a choice must take into
account the three primary mechanisms through which governments interact with
citizens: the provision of public services, the provision of information and con-
sultation on policy. Government must decide how to move these three processes
online and which of them to prioritise in developing online operability. This
choice has implications for citizenship and democracy because these processes
impact differently on the experience of citizenship. Service provision involves
a bilateral transaction between government and user, often with little user-control
over the process. The citizen as service recipient acts as a citizen-consumer, and
the role is passive in the sense that service users have little scope to influence the
set of choices on offer. As Gyford puts it, ‘consumption is an act of receipt rather
than creation’ (Gyford 1991: 169). Through posting information online a govern-
ment tells citizens about what it is doing, allowing users to make more informed
choices about the services they use and expanding accountability. Again, however,
there may be little scope for citizens to control the content and comprehensive-
ness of this information. Consultation is a more expansive role, in which the citi-
zen becomes an active participant in government rather than a passive consumer.
If consultation is used extensively it can mark a shift towards more participatory
forms of democracy.

The range of options facing governments is shown in Table 3.1. At its least
expansive, the Internet can be used as a tool to deliver government services and
to process transactions, without offering any scope for enhanced participation.
At this extreme lies pure representative democracy, a Schumpeterian model in
which citizens are asked only to vote in periodic relations and are expected to be
passive recipients of government services (Schumpeter 1965). At the other end of
the scale, governments can use the interactive potential of the Internet to bring
in innovative forms of deliberative democracy, allowing the citizen to participate
fully in policy-making processes. This could involve a shift towards direct democ-
racy, with representative institutions supplemented or replaced by mechanisms
that allow ongoing consultation of the citizenry. In between these extremes of
transactional efficiency and radical institutional transformation, lie opportunities
to deepen citizen participation within the boundaries of representative democ-
racy, through the expansion of consultation opportunities.

The sections that follow investigate where executive and legislative institutions
at central level in the United States and the United Kingdom lie on this contin-
uum and whether their position is static or moving. The chapter surveys policy
statements on e-government and the content of central government websites.
It discusses the extent to which governments have developed online sites with
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a consolidating rather than transformative effect, using technology to move their
offline functions online rather than embracing a more deliberative model of
democracy. It also looks at how far such outcomes conform to or conflict with
governments’ own policy statements on e-government.

Policy objectives

It was in the mid-1990s that central governments in the United States and the
United Kingdom began to issue strategy documents as a basis for developing their
online presence. Prior to this, government policies in the area of new telecom-
munications had focused on establishing a regulatory framework and widening
access to the Internet, rather than on how the new technologies might impact
upon the role of government itself. As these governments began to develop their
online strategies, three trends were discernible in both countries:

� Electronic government was detached from wider telecommunications strate-
gies and sited in an executive agency or department with a managerial rather
than a business focus.

� The domain of electronic government was conceived of in functional or
service delivery terms rather than in the participatory terms.

� Users of electronic government services were designated as consumers or
customers, terms that were used interchangeably with that of citizen.

The movement of electronic government from the broader telecommunications
arena to a managerially focused executive agency or department has been prominent
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Table 3.1 Impact of electronic government on institutions and democracy

Form of electronic Institutional impact Model of democracy
government

Representative
Service delivery Executive branch coordinates Citizen acts as citizen-consumer;

online service delivery no active role between elections
Information Executive and legislative Citizen can become more 
provision branches post information informed about government  

online and its functions
Offline Executive and legislature use Citizens have new channels to
consultation Internet to facilitate communicate with government,
moved online and open up existing which shadow offline equivalents

consultation mechanisms
Advisory online New consultative institutions Citizens can participate in new
forums of set up to advise on policy institutions; government controls
citizens and range and impact of consultation
policy-makers

Decisions taken Deliberative institutions Direct citizen control replaces
by online established to supplement representative democracy on 
forums or replace representative some or all policy questions

institutions Direct



in both countries. In the United Kingdom, responsibility shifted from the
Department of Trade and Industry to the Cabinet Office. The first major policy
statement on electronic government in the United Kingdom, the 1996 green paper
Government Direct: The Electronic Delivery of Government Services, was issued through the
Office of Public Service in the Cabinet Office. In 1998, the government estab-
lished an e-Envoy’s office, also within the Cabinet Office, with the remit of ‘lead-
ing the drive to get the UK online’. The office now employs approximately 200
people, working on different aspects of e-government under the ‘UK Online’
initiative. In the United States, electronic government was positioned within
the Reinventing Government agenda established by the incoming Clinton admin-
istration in 1993, and overseen by the vice president’s office. Since the 2000
election, the coordination of electronic government has shifted to the Office of
Management and Budget, which appointed an interagency task force in August
2001, led by an associate director for Information Technology and e-Government.

The second prominent feature to emerge regarding electronic government was
an emphasis on service delivery or information provision rather than consultation
or interaction. In the United Kingdom, the 1996 green paper Government Direct:

The Electronic Delivery of Government Services, made its orientation towards service
delivery evident in the title. Opportunities for citizens to use the new technologies
to offer feedback to government receive scant attention. In the foreword to the
document, Roger Freeman, the minister for Public Services in the Cabinet Office
wrote, ‘I believe that it will help to bring government closer to the individual and
give citizens . . . more control over their dealings with government’ (Cabinet Office
1996). Yet, as Chadwick and May point out:

Only one sentence in the whole document (which runs to some thirty-eight
pages in the downloadable version) makes direct mention of how ICTs might
provide for greater citizen influence on policy-making: ‘E-mail will also make
it easier for people to contribute views to the policy-making process.’

(Chadwick and May 2001a: 20)

In the Modernising Government white paper, published in March 1999, the Labour
administration, newly elected in 1997, outlined its broad e-government strategy.
It called for an improvement in government service delivery, and highlighted
online provision as the best way to achieve this. The document emphasised the
potential for information technology to ‘enable government to offer services and
information through new media like the Internet or interactive TV’ (Cabinet
Office 1999). The deadline of 2002 was set for a list of transactions that would
be available online, including booking driving tests, submitting self-assessment tax
returns and getting information and advice about benefits. Full electronic service
provision was promised by 2008, a deadline that was later reduced to 2005.
Opportunities to use the interactive potential of the new technologies to bring
citizens more directly into policy-making were not covered by the document.
Citizen input was limited to ‘market research and user feedback’, in order to
‘improve the design and organisation of services and other processes, and focus
them more firmly on citizens and businesses’ (Cabinet Office 1999).
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A more detailed strategy for ‘Information Age Government’ in the United
Kingdom was published in spring 2000, entitled E-Government: A Strategic Framework

for Public Services in the Information Age. It emphasised the potential of new
technologies to bring about a ‘transformation of the way government and citizens
interact’ (Cabinet Office 2000a). Again, as the title implies, the focus was on serv-
ice delivery. In the foreword to the report, Cabinet Office Minister Ian
McCartney said, ‘We are at the start of an information revolution which is chang-
ing the way companies do business and the way citizens get many of the services
and goods they need’ (Cabinet Office 2000a). References to expanding consulta-
tion of citizens within the document are limited to loosely framed calls for ‘greater
democratic participation and openness’ and a ‘better informed and more partic-
ipatory democracy through electronic consultation and better responses to
feedback’ (Cabinet Office 2000a). Strategies for achieving these goals are not
discussed.

The e-Envoy’s office published the UK Online’s first annual report in the
autumn of 2000. The document listed twenty-five aims of the UK Online
strategy. Of these, fifteen related to e-commerce, aimed at facilitating business
transactions online; five related to service delivery (such as moving services and
procurement online); four were oriented towards improving access and skills
training for net users. Only one could be categorised as relating to greater citizen
involvement. This called for the government to: ‘Drive forward citizen participa-
tion in democracy as part of the UK Online citizen portal’ (Office of the e-Envoy
2000). Again, no details were given about how this forward momentum would be
achieved.

In the United States, the service orientation has also been explicit as the
government has developed its online strategy. The administration committed itself
to establishing a strong online presence for government as part of the National
Performance Review (NPR), set up by the new Clinton administration in March
1993. Vice President Al Gore pledged that knowledge received from the infor-
mation superhighway would ‘spread participatory democracy’ (Davis 1999: 21).
As the opportunities to harness the Internet to deliver services became apparent
in the mid-1990s, online delivery became a goal of the NPR and the subsequent
Reinventing Government initiative. The Access America report published in 1997
spoke of creating a government, ‘where all Americans have the opportunity to
get services electronically and where, aided by technology, the productivity of
government operations will be soaring’ (National Partnership for
Reinventing Government 1997). Sally Katzen, the deputy director at the Office
for Management and Budget – with oversight of the electronic government
agenda – gave a speech in October 2000, in which she defined e-government as
involving ‘access to government information and services 24 hours a day, 7 days
a week’ (Katzen 2000).

The service orientation has continued under the Bush administration. Bush’s
budget proposals for 2001–2002, published in February 2001 in a document enti-
tled, ‘A Blueprint for New Beginnings’, include a section on Government Reform,
which outlines the next phase of e-government. The document states, ‘The
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President believes that providing access to information and services is only the first
step in e-Government’. It goes on to discuss the need to establish ‘citizen-
centered’ government, but the primary route through which this is to be achieved
is via better user control of online services. According to the document, ‘By
enabling individuals to penetrate the Federal bureaucracy to access information
and transact business, the Internet promises to shift power from a handful of lead-
ers in Washington to individual citizens’ (Bush 2001: section ix). The document
does stress the importance of allowing citizens ‘to go online and interact with their
Government’ (Bush 2001: section ix). However, there is no indication given of what
form this interaction will take and how it will be achieved. When Bush’s budget
proposals were being discussed in front of the Senate Committee on
Governmental Affairs, Sean O’Keefe, deputy director of the Office
of Management and Budget gave the Committee more detail about the impact
of e-government proposals on individual citizens, saying, ‘We are focused on
building easy to find one-stop-shops for citizens – creating single points of easy
entry to access high quality government services’ (O’Keefe 2001). The US gov-
ernment like its UK counterpart, envisages interaction in terms of better access
to services rather than enhanced opportunities to participate in decision-making.

The third common feature of the development of government websites in the
United States and the United Kingdom has been the increasing identification of
users of the sites as consumers and customers, alongside, or even instead of,
‘citizen’. The 1996 UK Government Direct green paper, states that the aim of the
government’s electronic strategy should be ‘to make electronic direct delivery of
services the preferred option for the majority of government’s customers (both
citizens and businesses)’ (Cabinet Office 1996). In the 1999 Modernising Government

white paper, the minister for the Cabinet Office, Jack Cunningham, calls for gov-
ernment to recognise that people are ‘consumers as well as citizens’ (Cabinet
Office 1999). In the foreword to the Information Age strategy paper, Cabinet Office
Minister Ian McCartney states, ‘Information Technology is a powerful enabler
but the starting point should always be to identify what the customer wants and
then to look at how we use IT to identify this’ (Cabinet Office 2000a).

Policy statements in the United States have also favoured consumerist language.
One of the goals of the National Performance Review was to make the federal
government ‘customer driven’, according to an executive order issued by Clinton
in September 1993. The order stated, ‘The standard of quality for services pro-
vided to the public shall be: “Customer service equal to the best in business” ’.
In the Introduction to the Access America report, Al Gore argued, ‘Information
technology (IT) was and is the great enabler for reinvention. It allows us to
rethink, in fundamental ways, how people work and how we serve customers’
(National Partnership for Reinventing Government 1997).

On the basis of the policy documents, it appears that governments have sought
to harness the consolidating opportunities of the Internet rather than its trans-
formative potential. Government websites are primarily expected to be mecha-
nisms through which governments can perform their existing service-based
functions rather than as an alternative channel through which government and
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citizen can communicate. Although consultation and participation are mentioned
in several reports they receive scant attention, with little detail provided about
how the Internet can be used as a medium to expand citizen consultation. In both
countries there appears to be some rhetorical support for expanding consultation
online, but no clear strategy or timetable outlining how this is to be achieved.
There is a tension between the consumerist language of the policy documents
and the accompanying claims that the Internet can be a tool for the expansion of
citizenship.

Overall, therefore, these patterns of development suggest a commitment to the
overall project of e-democracy on the part of the US and UK governments that
is functional, at best. The orientation of the policy-makers and bureaucrats has
been largely utilitarian, driven by an understanding of the technology as offering
a means to do more of the same, in a quicker fashion, rather than on unleashing
its inherently interactive and democratic potential.

Delivering e-government

Service delivery

Governments have invested substantial resources and political capital in expand-
ing online service delivery. In the United Kingdom, in March 2001, the govern-
ment announced that, with the aid of Microsoft, it had set up a new server
designed to ensure that the 2005 target of full online service delivery would be
met (Martinson 2001). Douglas Alexander, the e-commerce minister, announced
in June 2001:

The most recent survey of departments shows that for the whole of central
government there are 521 services provided to the citizen or to business. Of
those 218 services are enabled [online] now, 384 services will be enabled by
2002, and 517 services will be enabled by 2005.

(Alexander 2001a)

The UK Online portal was launched in February 2001, allowing citizens to
conduct a range of transactions online. It is now possible for citizens to apply for
a passport, notify government of a change of address, fill in self-assessment tax
forms, buy a TV licence and even report certain crimes to the police (Office of
the e-Envoy 2001a).

In the United States, an early priority of the Clinton administration was online
delivery of benefits (via the Electronic Benefits Transfer System), including social
security, Medicare and Medicaid. In 1996, Clinton and Gore launched
a ‘Commonly Requested Services’ feature on the White House home page, allow-
ing users to access an electronic form and transmit it directly to the Social
Security Administration (National Partnership for Reinventing Government
1997). In a 1999 memorandum, Clinton required that ‘the heads of executive
departments and agencies shall, to the maximum extent possible, make available
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online, by December 2000, the forms needed for the top 500 Government service
used by the public’ (Clinton 1999). This medium-term guarantee reinforces the
commitment to full online service delivery by 2003. In January 2001, the Access

America’s e-Gov site published a statement on Electronic Government, asserting,
‘Today e-gov is putting people “online, not in line” ’. It claimed, ‘By the end of
2000, nearly forty million Americans were doing business with government elec-
tronically. On a regular basis, people are accessing information to solve problems
themselves through the Internet, via telephones, and through neighbourhood
kiosks’ (National Partnership for Reinventing Government 2001). A survey for
Brown University published in September 2001 found that 34 per cent of federal
sites offered some form of online service transaction. The most heavily used
services were online tax filing and vehicle registration (West 2001). In August
2001, President Bush signalled his support for the expansion of e-government
with the creation of the e-Government Task Force within the Office of
Management and Budget (OMB). The associate director is charged with distri-
buting the president’s proposed $100 million e-government fund for interagency
initiatives over the next three years (Office of Management and Budget 2001).

In developing their online service capabilities, central governments in the
United Kingdom and the United States have sought to organise services around
user need, rather than mirroring the organisational structures of government.
UK Online, for example, aims to ‘pull together packages of information and serv-
ices focused around those experiences from the citizen’s point of view’. For people
moving house, for example, ‘there’s a life event that leads to sites with information
about house prices, to local schools and transport and the government’s pilot
change of address service which streamlines the process of telling key depart-
ments when you’ve moved’ (Cabinet Office 2000b). According to Cabinet Office
Minister Ian McCartney, ‘In time the portal will help revolutionise the relation-
ship between government and citizens by turning public services inside out.
Instead of being organised around government bureaucracy, they’ll be organised
for the citizen’s convenience’ (Cabinet Office 2000b). In the United States, the
Access America report called for the integration of services across different federal
agencies so citizens can ‘custom-tailor’ government to their specific need, devel-
oping websites such as ‘Access America for Students’ and ‘Access America for
Seniors’ (National Partnership for Reinventing Government 2001).

In the area of service delivery, both governments have made substantial
progress in moving their capabilities online. Future plans include greater
customisation of sites and the extension of online transactions. The drive to cus-
tomise services is attributed, in both countries, to a claim that users will expect
government sites to match the scope for customisation and responsiveness that is
delivered by non-governmental sites. In launching the Electronic Government
Act 2001, for example, US Senator Joe Lieberman stated, ‘The people are
demanding the same 24-7 access to government information and services now
available to them from the private sector online’ (Lieberman 2001). Jack
Cunningham, minister for the Cabinet Office in the United Kingdom, in the
introduction to the Modernising Government white paper, argued, ‘We need to make
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sure that government services are brought forward using the best and most
modern techniques, to match the best of the private sector . . . especially electronic
information-age services’ (Cabinet Office 1999: 5). People’s experiences as
consumers are assumed to shape their expectations as citizens.

Information provision

Service delivery is the responsibility of the executive branch of government, and
hence its online expansion has been spearheaded by the executive, whereas the
provision of information online has been shared between executive and legislative
branches.

Executive branch

It is now possible to find an extremely wide range of information on departmen-
tal and agency sites – ranging from the full text of government bills to local road
traffic information. In the United Kingdom in 1994, as government departments
began to establish their own websites, the ‘open.gov’ portal was established, which
aimed to create a single point of entry for people who wanted access to govern-
ment information. By December 1994 open.gov was receiving 35,000 hits a week;
by August 1999 this had increased to over 14 million per week. The site has been
criticised for its non-intuitive name, and an unwieldy search engine, but it does
provide an organisational index of all public bodies on the Internet, a topic index,
a list of what’s new on government sites and links to other government portals. In
summer 2001 open.gov was consolidated with the UK Online site to create one
central portal.

The National Audit Office’s Government on the Web report, published in
December 1999, surveyed the information facilities provided by UK government
websites. It found that almost 90 per cent included a statement of current activi-
ties; 67 per cent included a ‘what’s new’ section; 60 per cent contained a mission
statement; and 56 per cent included a list of basic responsibilities (National Audit
Office 1999). Three-fifths of sites included a designated contact route, but often
this was by fax or telephone rather than email. Over a fifth of sites included
details of how citizens could complain or appeal against decisions. The report
found, however, that ‘Features that allow more extended interactive communica-
tion of information with citizens are still weakly developed in public agency sites.
Only one in six sites allowed any forms to be downloaded by users, and only one
in eight allowed users to submit forms to the agency online. Chat rooms or forums
for outsiders to discuss issues were provided by less than a tenth of sites’ (National
Audit Office 1999).

Beyond the provision of departmental information, the UK Online site oper-
ates a daily news service. The Sunday Times likened this news component to the
government printing its own newspaper – something last done during the general
strike of 1926 – and alleged that civil servants have dubbed UK Online
‘Pravda.com’ (Carr-Brown 2001). Applicants for editorial positions on the site
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were told that they will ‘work with No 10 on developing the presentation strategy
of cross-government news’ (Carr-Brown 2001). The news service presents
information in a format very similar to that used on the BBC website, creating an
impression of impartiality, although the site does little more than reproduce
departmental press releases.

Like its UK equivalent, the US government’s portal provides access to a high
volume of information. Via the ‘Firstgov.gov’ portal it becomes possible to
navigate through the fragmented federal bureaucracy, with organisational charts
providing an indication of the structure of the government, including the prolif-
eration of agencies attached to it (Firstgov 2001). The site links to 30 million pages
of information, services and online transactions. Most divisions within agencies
and departments maintain their own website; the Department of Defence alone
has 3,000 websites with about 1.5 million pages (National Audit Office 1999).
There are links to Congress, the judiciary and state and local governments. A link
entitled ‘Doing Business with Government’ takes the browser to a list of the
online transactions for citizens, including filing a tax return and reserving camp-
sites at a national park. The Brown University study found that 80 per cent of
federal sites incorporated a search engine and 41 per cent allowed interested
browsers to register for email updates about changes to the site (West 2001).

Agency sites in the United States provide a range of information, which
Davis categorises under four headings: mission description (i.e. general statement
of what the agency does); mission activity (ongoing updated information about
activities of the agency); consumer information (details of specific services agency
provides); and interactivity (links allowing citizens to interact with agency staff).
Davis points out that it is the last element – the interactivity – that is usually
missing:

Nearly every site volunteers agency e-mail addresses or, in many cases, even
displays forms that users can complete to transmit e-mail messages . . .
Citizens are given the impression that they are important to the agency’s
mission. But that interactivity has not been used to affect the agency’s
decision-making process.

(Davis 1999: 138)

These findings closely match those of the National Audit Office’s content analysis
of UK websites, discussed earlier. Davis is highly critical of the quality and
content of information carried online in the United States. He argues,

Each level or branch of government, or individual agency or member office,
is using the Internet to fulfil the same functions carried on offline – primarily
touting the accomplishments of the office or individual, and/or soliciting
public support for policies. All of these activities are carried out at the tax-
payer’s expense. The Internet thus is a public relations rather than a public
participation tool.

(Davis 1999: 146–7)
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Legislative branch

Government information in the United States and the United Kingdom is also
provided on sites managed by the legislative branch of government. The parlia-
mentary website in the United Kingdom includes the full text of parliamentary
proceedings, with an online version of Hansard. The site also publishes parlia-
mentary bills and votes, details of issues under investigation by select committees
and their reports and library research papers. The search engine is cumbersome,
however, and the site is difficult to navigate for those who are not familiar with
parliamentary structures and procedures. These shortcomings have been
recognised by site designers and a redesign to make it more user-friendly began
in summer 2002.

Congressional sites offer much the same information, but it is presented in
a more user-friendly format. As in the United Kingdom, full transcripts of floor
proceedings are available, along with roll call votes and the text of committee
hearings. Via the ‘Thomas’ search facility, operated by the Library of Congress,
browsers are able to view online versions of the Congressional Record, read histori-
cal documents such as The Federalist Papers and get a tutorial on how Congress
works. The extensive search facilities ensure, as Owen et al. point out, that, ‘Today,
any user can check the status of any bill or amendment – a capability formerly
held only by lobbying firms and interest groups’ (Owen et al. 1999: 13).

Consultation

Executive branch

In both the United States and the United Kingdom, consultation on policy ques-
tions is routinely practiced by executive agencies and departments, allowing
experts and interested parties to give detailed feedback on proposals between elec-
tions. Governments are usually keen to involve those groups whose compliance is
required for policy enforcement, and to take the temperature of public responses
to proposed legislation. In moving their consultation functions online, governments
have been faced with a choice between maintaining offline consultation, moving
existing forms of consultation online or developing new forms of consultation.

In the United Kindom, the first e-envoy Alex Allan, appeared to show a keen
awareness of the consultative potential of the Internet, arguing:

It is in the promotion of online consultations and forums that the Internet
offers truly novel means of communication. A means of communication
where messages and themes can emerge in ways that may not be expected,
as the participants bounce ideas off each other.

(Allan 2000)

In developing web-based consultation processes, the executive branch of
government in the United Kingdom has, however, tended to move existing
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procedures online, rather than to use the interactive potential of the Internet to
design innovative consultation. In 1996 government departments began to post
consultative information on the web, supplementing offline information provi-
sion. Early in 1996, a joint Department of Health/Welsh Office consultation on
the Mental Health Act 1983 Revised Code of Practice was uploaded onto the
web in a zipped file. The site was not highly publicised, however, and the infor-
mation was accessible only to those who were capable of unzipping a file.
Submissions to the consulting department could only be done by conventional
mail (Finney 1999: 363).

More interactive forms of consultation began to be introduced towards the end
of 1996. In November of that year the government’s Advisory Committee on
Genetic Testing (ACGT) posted its draft code of practice on over-the-counter
devices for genetic testing (such as commercially available tests for cystic fibrosis)
on the web along with a discussion forum. Interested parties could participate
either by joining the discussion forum or by making a written submission.
Participation rates were low, which probably reflects the narrow and specialised
subject matter and the limited publicity given to the consultation. Only twenty
responses were posted on the discussion forum (Finney 1999). The interactive
features of the Internet were utilised more fully in December 1997, when the
Home Office in association with the independent, non-partisan public online
forum UK Citizens Online Democracy, consulted over the government’s Right to

Know (Freedom of Information) white paper. The online consultation was well
publicised in offline media and ran in parallel with a traditional printed consulta-
tion. Background resources were provided on the site, and respondents were given
a range of ways to submit their views. One hundred and sixty nine submissions
were made online (Finney 1999: 371).

In both consultations, the sponsoring agency or department had agreed to
include submissions made via the electronic discussion forum in its analysis of
the consultation results. Yet, in the case of the ACGT, when the Committee
Secretariat published its summary of consultation responses in January 1997, sub-
missions made within the discussion forum were not included. Finney concludes:
‘there was no indication that submissions made solely on the website . . . were ever
formally considered in the final code of practice’ (Finney 1999: 370). The
outcome of the Freedom of Information consultation was also disappointing.
Stephen Coleman, director of the e-democracy programme at the Hansard
Society, describes his frustration with the outcomes of what he describes as
a ‘model consultation’:

This was exactly how a consultation should work. Lots of people came on . . .
something like 80 per cent of people who came on to the site had never sub-
mitted anything previously to government before. What happened at the end
of the consultation? The white paper was withdrawn, the legislation didn’t go
through. And when the freedom of information bill came back it was in a
spirit completely opposed to anything the consultation had suggested.

(Coleman 2000)
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In both these cases there was no discernible impact on the outcome of the
consultation. It is unclear, however, whether this arose from a lack of commit-
ment to the online consultation exercise within the sponsoring department/
committee, or whether it reflected hostility to the findings of the consultation.

The next stage in the development of online consultation came in 1998, when
departments began to make consultation materials available on their websites and
to provide email addresses to enable respondents to give electronic feedback.
This process became standardised when the UK Online site went live in
December 2000. The site includes a ‘Citizen Space’ portal, which offers users the
opportunity to participate in online policy discussion forums and to view ongoing
departmental consultations. The discussion forums are well used, containing over
30,000 postings on issues from sport to food safety. A commitment is given by
administrators of the forum that a summary of the discussions will be sent to
the prime minister, although one interviewee described this – off the record – as
‘nonsense’.2

In addition to the more generalised discussion forum, visitors to the Citizen’s
Space portal are provided with a register of all ongoing departmental consulta-
tions, with hyperlinks to relevant consultation documents and an email feedback
procedure. The register shows whether the consultation is currently open, pend-
ing or closed, whether consultation results are posted and whether a discussion
forum is linked to the consultation.3 Of the consultations, less than 1 per cent
provided a discussion forum, where citizens could browse the submissions made
by other visitors to the site, and contribute to the discussion. In all other cases the
only opportunity to participate was through sending an email to the consulting
department. Of the closed consultations, approximately one-quarter provided
results, but in most cases these results only summarised the submissions to the
consultation process rather than explaining how submissions fitted into the
decision-making process. This is despite a promise made on the site that, ‘you will
be able to read a summary of the views expressed and the reasons for the
decisions taken’ (UK Online 2001).

The UK Online register offers an efficient gateway into e-consultation through
the provision of a central portal. By limiting responses to email submissions, how-
ever, it fails to develop the full interactive potential of the net. There is little scope
for respondents to exchange views between themselves or with public officials.
The absence of feedback about the impact of email submissions on departmen-
tal decision-making makes it difficult to estimate the effect on legislative outcomes.
These findings run counter to the pledges given in the government’s new code of
practice for written consultation in November 2000 (including Internet-based
consultations), which emphasised the need for accessibility, adequately lengthy
consultation processes and feedback on consultation responses (Cabinet Office
2000c). All departments were expected to work to these standards from January
2001. An insight into the government’s view of online consultation was given dur-
ing the pilot stage of UK Online where it was stated, ‘The responses are weighted
according to who has sent them in. This means that the views of the organisations
and experts, who have been invited to respond, count for more than the view of
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other organisations and people’.4 This revealing paragraph appears not to share
the faith in public participation expressed by the 6th Report of the Neill
Committee on Standards in Public Life, which emphasised that ‘Without the
consultation of a wide cross-section of the public the openness and accountabil-
ity of Government can be impaired’ (Neill Committee on Standards in Public
Life 2000). The paragraph was removed from the UK Online site when it was
officially launched two months later in mid-February.

There are some suggestions that the UK Online site will be developed to allow
greater interactivity in the future. Early in 2001, a Policy and Best Practice team
was established within the office of the e-Envoy, which refers to itself as the 
‘e-Democracy team’ although not formally designated as such. Ways to expand
and redevelop the Citizen Space element of UK Online are being explored
within that brief. The e-Commerce minister, Douglas Alexander, gave a speech in
October 2001 in which he called for the Internet to be used to broaden and
deepen democratic participation, and stressed the potential for new technology to
establish a new relationship between government and citizens. He said:

We must open up new democratic channels, through which government and
representatives can relate to citizens. We must make citizens feel democrati-
cally empowered beyond their few seconds in the polling booth. I believe that
it is now time to set all this activity into a clear policy framework and put 
e-democracy on the information age agenda. Government should set out
what it means by e-democracy and how it intends to use the power of tech-
nology to strengthen democracy.

(Alexander 2001b)

The speech coincided with a new campaign to publicise the UK Online initiative.
Yet, the campaign itself offers no new ways to interact with government, and
indeed is designed to offer ‘an integrated consumer focused publicity campaign’
(Department for Trade and Industry 2001). Alexander’s speech was, however,
heralded by Steven Clift as ‘a completely new phase in the evolution of thought
about government’s democratic role in the information age’ (Clift 2001a).5 It was
supplemented by the appointment of a ministerial committee, chaired by the
leader of the House of Commons, Robin Cook, which has been asked to ‘con-
sider ways of strengthening the democratic process by engaging the public and
their elected representatives through the use of the internet and other electronic
means’. Alongside a study of the viability of e-voting, the committee will look at
‘the use of new technologies to give citizens enhanced opportunities to participate
in the democratic process between elections’ (Leslie 2001). This is the first time
that a national government has established a Cabinet-level committee on 
e-democracy. Until ministers earmark funds and set a timetable for developing the
consultative aspects of the Internet, however, their level of commitment will
remain unclear.

The US central government currently lags behind the United Kingdom in
its use of net-based consultations, perhaps surprisingly given the advanced
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broadband technology and the high penetration rates of the Internet in the United
States. As yet, however, there has been little evidence of a centrally coordinated
strategy to mobilise citizens through online consultation. The Brown University
survey found that 86 per cent of federal sites offered email links, and 19 per cent
allowed browsers to post comments on message boards or discussion forums.
However, actual interactivity was limited (West 2001). The Firstgov portal does not
offer the register of consultations that is provided by UK Online. Feedback is lim-
ited to comments on service provision; links to consultations are absent. A survey
of the 131 feedback links offered by agencies listed on the Firstgov site on
7 December 2001 found that 82 per cent of the links offered only contact infor-
mation, allowing users to communicate with the relevant agency by email, tele-
phone or post. The remaining 18 per cent invited feedback on specific issues (such
as the experience of visiting a national park), provided a complaint form, invited
the reporting of problems or crimes or asked for responses to an online survey
(Firstgov 2001). None of the links connected the user to legislative consultation.
According to Steven Clift of the Minnesota-based Democracies Online website,
‘When you compare the availability of online interactivity from the US govern-
ment with the UK, the lack of US government interest stands out. There is no real
chance to be an e-citizen on the government’s online turf here, for now we can
only participate in commercial and non-profit online spaces’ (Clift 2001c).

In part the absence of interactivity may reflect the structure of US govern-
ment. Government departments do not have the jurisdictions of their UK coun-
terparts, and most legislative initiatives are drafted at state level or in Congress.
Agencies or departments are more likely to consult on a new regulation than
a major piece of legislation. Despite these limitations, Americans utilise national
government websites more heavily than state or local websites, signalling that such
sites represent an important point of contact. A survey for the Council for
Excellence in Government found that 54 per cent of Internet users had visited
federal government websites, whereas 45 per cent and 36 per cent had visited
state and local government websites respectively (Council for Excellence in
Government 2001: 9).6 If people are going to be brought into consultation
exercises, particularly where the issues are of national significance, federal gov-
ernment sites can reach a wide sample of the American population.

An indication of the potential public interest in online consultation can be seen
in the first such exercise undertaken by a federal agency, which attracted
widespread public participation. In 1997, the US Department of Agriculture
(USDA) initiated an electronic consultation process following the publication of
a proposed standard on the marketing of organic agricultural products. The
government’s online journal Govexec.com described it as, ‘the first fully electronic rule-
making for a major regulation in federal history’ (Shulman 2000). It attracted con-
siderable media attention. According to Shulman, ‘Following publication of the
proposed rule over the Internet, the USDA received over 275,000 public comments
by e-mail, www, fax and postal mail’. Indications are that it did lead to a change of
policy on the part of the Department of Agriculture. At the end of the initial con-
sultation process in May 1998, Agriculture Secretary Dan Glickman announced that
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‘fundamental’ changes would be made in the proposed rule, promising, ‘If organic
farmers and consumers reject our national standards we have failed’ (Shulman 2000:
4). The revised code of practice that emerged in March 2000 was very different in
tone from the original draft consultation, which had been heavily weighted towards
the interests of food producers rather than consumers. Dr Margaret Mellon of the
Union of Concerned Scientists, a persistent critic of the USDA’s original proposal,
expressed her support for the new rule, arguing that it ‘could turn out to be the most
important rule the USDA has issued in 20 years’ (Shulman 2000: 4).

Following the USDA experiment in electronic consultation in December 1999,
the Clinton administration issued a memorandum that underscored the impor-
tance of upgrading ‘the capacity of regulatory agencies for using the Internet to
become more open, efficient and responsive’ (Clinton 1999). Each agency head
was required to ‘permit greater access to its officials by creating a public electronic
mail address through which citizens can contact the agency with questions, com-
ments or concerns’ (Clinton 1999). However, there was no requirement that agen-
cies use the Internet to extend their formal offline consultation procedures.

Since that date a number of agencies have held online discussions. The
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), for example, held a consultation on how
to improve public involvement in EPA decision-making. This process involved over
500 individuals, including citizens, representatives of industry, environmental
groups, small business, states, local governments, tribes and other groups.
Participants could discuss the draft Public Involvement Policy and offer suggestions
on how EPA should implement it (Environmental Protection Agency 2001). The
Welfare to Work agency within the Department of Labour published a new regu-
lation in March 2001, and allowed browsers to submit comments online using
a standard form. However, neither of these consultations is clearly linked from the
Firstgov portal; neither are they signposted on the home page of their respective
departments. This suggests that people have to know what they are looking for and
be familiar with the site design if they are able to participate in online consultation,
making it hard to engage the wider, non-expert community in the process. The
lack of a central register of consultation on the US federal government site means
that consultation exercises must get media attention if they are to ensure high lev-
els of participation. The USDA participation on organic food was successful in
securing this level of publicity, probably due to the wider media debate on organic
and genetically modified food. Less media-friendly subjects are not likely to be
adequately publicised without strong government backing.

As in the UK, there have been recent moves in the US to emphasise the democ-
ratising potential of new technologies. Mark Forman, the associate director
of the Office of Management and Budget for information technology and 
e-government, speaking at the Council for Excellence in Government’s Imagine 
E-Government Awards ceremony in July 2001 said:

The next step in electronic government will be to transform it into an 
‘e-democracy,’ in which the public uses the Web to get direct access to the
government . . .The Internet allows communication between communities and
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the government on a larger scale than has ever been possible. Communication
is really the heart of e-government – communication between citizens and
the government.

(Vasishtha 2001)

As in the United Kingdom, however, tangible policy commitments on defining
and expanding ‘e-democracy’ have not thus far been forthcoming.

Legislative branch

Legislatures in both the United States and the United Kingdom act as arenas for
public consultation over legislation, supplementing the consultation undertaken by
the executive branch. In both countries, web-based interaction between citizens and
their representatives is possible both through members’ own Internet sites and
through initiatives undertaken by legislative committees. In the United Kingdom,
around one-fifth of MPs have their own websites, although a survey rated those that
did exist very poorly – branding them ‘inept’, ‘flaccid’ and ‘bland’ (Steinberg 2000).
All MPs now have publicly available email addresses, but the fear of overload has
made most MPs very circumspect in their usage, and until constituency screening
processes are in place they will probably continue to be so (Coleman 2001: 8).

The expansion of consultation at parliamentary level has been spearheaded by
parliamentary select committees, a number of which have piloted e-consultation
projects in collaboration with the Hansard Society on issues ranging from domes-
tic violence to data protection.7 Unlike executive-based consultations, which are
formally open to all, the Society-run consultations have followed the ‘expert wit-
ness’ tradition of select committee hearings. A data protection consultation, for
example, was held in 1998 in collaboration with the Parliamentary Office of
Science and Technology (POST), and was limited to invited participants from the
data protection field, including lawyers, IT specialists and people involved in pri-
vacy legislation in other countries. Similarly, in October 1999, the Hansard
Society again worked with POST to coordinate a consultation with scientists and
engineers as part of the House of Lords Science and Technology Committee
Inquiry into Women in Science. According to Coleman:

When we started talking to parliamentary committees about running consul-
tation over the internet, the assumption that we had was that if the consulta-
tions are going to result in real evidence for committees the only way we can
produce that evidence is by thinking very carefully about how we get people
to deliberate and who we invite to do that. So the first thing we did was rule
out opening a website and say to everyone and anyone come on and speak,
because you can extend democracy without opening things up to everyone.
And if you can extend democracy in this way the question is who needs to be
involved, who currently is not being heard, how do you help them have their
say in a useful way.

(Coleman 2000)
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Sometimes the closed aspect of the online consultation proved a necessity given
the sensitive nature of the material discussed. The initiative on domestic violence
in spring 2000 run by the Hansard Society on behalf of the All Party
Parliamentary Group on Domestic Violence was limited to female victims of
domestic violence. Participants were identified via the Women’s Aid organisation,
and then provided with a special password and PC access. Security and
anonymity were essential given that most participants were living in refuges and
needed to protect their identity and location. MPs from the Domestic Violence
Group logged onto the website periodically to follow the online debate, a factor
Coleman believes encouraged participation: ‘We asked people why they partici-
pated and whether they felt more motivated to participate in the domestic vio-
lence consultation because they were speaking to parliamentarians. And they said
yes, no doubt whatsoever’ (Coleman 2000). The Hansard Society has also run a
consultation in conjunction with the Social Security Select Committee on tax
credits, and assisted the House of Lords Select Committee on Stem Cell Research
with an online consultation forum. Stephen Coleman, project director, predicts
that such consultations will in the near future become a standard part of
committee hearings (Coleman 2000).

The extent to which these legislative consultations have an impact on outcomes
is difficult to assess given that select committees and parliamentary groups are
charged with making recommendations and scrutinising departmental actions,
rather than making policy. Coleman acknowledges that the findings of the
Women in Science consultation did not match the needs of the sponsoring com-
mittee, and so was not effective. The data protection consultation took place at a
late stage in the policy process, with respondents being asked to comment on an
existing code of practice rather than being brought in at the design stage, which
led to criticisms from some participants about the consultation’s effectiveness
(Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology 1998). Following the domestic
violence consultation, Margaret Moran (chair of the All-Party Group) requested
government action to improve the protection of children in situations of domes-
tic violence in a Commons statement in June 2000 (Moran 2000). The Children
Act sub-committee of the Lord Chancellor’s advisory board on family law agreed
to take into account the findings of the consultation when looking at proposed
change to the act (Kennedy 2000). The findings of the tax credits and stem
cell consultations were formally presented to the select committees involved,
but appeared designed to enhance the committee members’ understanding of
the issues rather than to feed directly into legal changes.

In the United States, in contrast to the UK experience, all members of Congress
have their own professionally designed site, with biographical details and links to
committee and floor activity. From each member’s website, a centrally administered
link generates a form through which browsers can send an email to a chosen Senator
or Congressman. Both Congress and Parliament face the common problem of how
to process the number of emails received by members. In the United States, this was
estimated by the Congress Online Project to be 48 million in 2000, and growing by
an average of 1 million messages per month (Congress Online Project 2001).
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As in the United Kingdom, it is at the level of committee hearings that online
consultation has been introduced into the legislative process in the United States.
Given the size and dispersion of the US population and the traditionally open
nature of the committee system to outside interests, one might expect the idea of
Internet-based submissions and discussion to be well advanced. However, as is the
case with the executive branch of government, the US legislature has not shown
the willingness of its British counterpart to experiment with online consultation
procedures. The first Congressional online consultation was launched in May
2001 by Senators Fred Thompson and Joseph Lieberman, respectively the chair-
man and ranking member of the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee, which
aimed to ‘improve the access of the American people to their government’. The
website invites comment on ‘ways to advance the cause of digital government, to
promote innovative uses of information technology and to expand citizen partic-
ipation in government’ (Lieberman 2000). Browsers can view fifty-nine proposals
for the expansion of e-government, and offer comments on linked discussion
forums. In a survey of the site on 7 December 2001, it was found that 445 com-
ments had been posted. The most popular topic, accounting for almost a quarter
(23 per cent) of total responses, was that of ‘citizen’s access’, in which respondents
were asked whether there should be more citizen access to government officials
and activities. The vast majority – perhaps unsurprisingly – called for greater
citizen involvement in decision-making.

All proposals on the site are exploratory rather than tied into specific legislation
so it is not possible to review the impact of the site on legislative reform at this
stage. At the same time as the site was launched, an Electronic Government bill
was introduced into the Senate. Its expressed aims are ‘To establish measures that
require using Internet-based information technology to enhance citizen access to
Government information and services, improve Government efficiency and
reduce Government operating costs, and increase opportunities for citizen partic-
ipation in Government’ (Electronic Government Act 2001). The participative ele-
ment of the bill refers to expanded access to information, which is a narrow
interpretation of participation. The launch of the website on Electronic
Government after the bill had been drafted is, perhaps, an indication of the extent
to which consultation is as yet peripheral to the policy-making process.

Conclusion

The experience of electronic government in the United Kingdom and the United
States is one of limited ambition and mixed achievement. The policy documents
issued by both governments display a pronounced lack of radicalism. In both coun-
tries, electronic government has primarily been conceived as a way to expand the
provision of services and information. Consultation and participation are discussed
as general goals but little detail is provided about how the Internet can be used as a
medium to expand citizen consultation. Where greater interactivity is proposed it
often refers to better access to services rather than enhanced opportunities to par-
ticipate in decision-making. Policy-framers reserve their detailed commitments for
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service delivery, whilst the expansion of citizen involvement remains a vague
aspiration. Policy documents juxtapose the language of the service consumer with
that of the participatory citizen, but indicate that it is the consumer’s demand for
online services that will be satisfied before any participatory yearnings of the citizen.

The practice of e-government largely reflects these policy objectives. In devel-
oping their websites, governments have shown a focused approach to online
service provision and a more tentative attitude to online consultation. In the area
of service delivery, both US and UK governments have made substantial progress
in moving their capabilities online and have established deadlines for full online
service provision – although it may be that as the deadlines approach the
definition of ‘full’ starts to be refined.

The provision of online information is also an area where governments have
made substantial progress. It is possible for citizens to become much better
informed about government, its organisation and outputs, than was the case
before the development of the Internet. Documents that previously were available
only in public libraries, if at all, can now be downloaded directly to the user’s PC.
The provision of information is a key tool in ensuring government transparency
and equipping interested citizens to challenge decision-makers, and its expansion
constitutes an important step towards improving government accountability.

Progress in the development of online consultation has been tangible, if slow.
In both the United States and the United Kingdom, offline consultation exercises
now have an online component, with interested parties able to read and respond
to policy documents online. Legislators in both countries have established mech-
anisms to allow online submissions to committee hearings. The appointment of a
ministerial committee on electronic democracy in the United Kingdom, and sig-
nals from the US Office of Management and Budget that ‘e-democracy’ repre-
sents the next step in electronic government, may signal a new interest in using
the Internet as a tool for consultation and interaction.

If the records of these governments are judged on their own terms they can be
declared a cautious success. There are some areas in which the government has
failed to match its own commitments, however. The information provided has
tended to be promotional rather than discursive, and has been oriented towards
enhancing service usage rather than consultation. For online information to be
useful to the citizens it has to be logically organised and available via an effective
search engine, and this is not yet the case across government. Many sites expect
browsers to have extensive knowledge of internal government organisation to
access relevant data.

The expansion of online consultation has been limited by inadequate feedback
mechanisms. Interactive sites where users can discuss documents with other
browsers or government officials are less common than those that simply post
information in a downloadable format. Often the only response a citizen can give
is via an email link, which disappears into the ether leaving the citizen unclear
about how far their views will be taken into account by policy-makers. The UK
Online site has expressed a commitment to improving feedback mechanisms but
more efforts need to be made to uphold and widen this commitment.
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There are clear similarities but also important differences between the coun-
tries in their implementation of e-government. The US government, especially at
congressional level, offers a wider range of information online with more user-
friendly portals and search engines than its UK counterpart. The more extensive
Freedom of Information laws in the United States create a legal presumption in
favour of disclosure, which may support a different attitude towards information
provision than in the United Kingdom. The incoming Freedom of Information
law in the United Kingdom may create pressures to expand the information pro-
vided online, although the law equips ministers with a range of tools to block
exposure. Online consultation is better developed in the United Kingdom than in
the United States, with the UK Online’s consultation register providing an entry
point into consultative processes, which is missing in the United States.

From the normative perspective, neither the policy nor the practice of
e-government has matched the radical transformative effects envisaged by the
technological utopians. In both countries, central governments have failed to
develop any really extensive and influential mechanism of citizen input via the
Internet. Online interactivity is not yet a standard element of consultation exer-
cises at executive or legislative level. The provision of email addresses has made
one-way communication easier, but has served as a complement to traditional
written submissions rather than signifying a shift to a quicker and more interac-
tive style of operation. Very few consultation exercises offer interactivity between
citizen and state, in which MPs, bureaucrats or government ministers provide
feedback to consultation respondents. Neither has there been any evident termi-
nal erosion of governmental bodies as a result of harnessing the new technology.
From the perspective of the models of adaptation outlined in the introduction to
this volume, therefore, it would not seem that any one has been followed reli-
giously. The basic fabric of the state is very much intact and it does not appear
that the arrival of new ICTs has raised any serious questions about its continuing
relevance. Neither has there been a vigorous embracing of the possibilities pre-
sented for deepening and widening citizen participation, in any practical sense. At
best one can say that a strategy of limited utilitarian reforms has been engaged
in, with parliament and the executive branch focusing on accessibility to
information and service provision.

The lack of radical transformation should not come as too much of a surprise,
however. As the social shaping logic would dictate, existing institutions have little
incentive to render themselves obsolete, and are much more likely to adapt new
technologies to existing practices than to allow technology to shape practice. It is
clear that in neither the United States nor the United Kingdom has the govern-
ment moved to the extreme of direct democracy highlighted in Table 3.1. The
findings discussed in this chapter suggest that governments are positioned midway
along the scale. They have made a commitment to full online service delivery; a
large amount of information is now online; many of the offline consultation
processes have some online component. Electronic government has not moved
beyond this point, however, to stimulate institutional innovation or democratic
transformation. In this sense, governments’ online presence mirrors its offline role
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in maintaining a form of representative democracy that provides limited oppor-
tunities for citizens to make representations to government. It has not propelled
governments in the direction of more direct forms of democracy.

There are some indications that governments in both countries may now be
giving greater consideration to the democratising potential of the Internet, and
repositioning their e-government strategies to encourage greater citizen partici-
pation. If online consultation does develop it could have important consequences
not only for the government–citizen relationship, but also for the balance of
power between institutions. Direct consultation of citizens can be a resource for
the executive branch of government, used to sideline the representative claims of
the legislature by giving the executive an independent channel to public opinion.
In this scenario, consultation could contribute to existing trends for the executive
to accrue power at the expense of the legislature. Alternatively, if legislative bod-
ies are innovative in their use of consultation at committee stage this may
strengthen pre-legislative scrutiny of bills and be a tool in the armoury of legisla-
tors. In Britain, particularly, where parliamentary scrutiny of bills has tended to
be a formality in the past, the willingness of committees to be experimental in the
use of online consultation may signal a new assertiveness.

If governments do move in this direction, it will be a slow and incremental shift.
Surrendering their own control over policy-making is unlikely to be a priority for
politicians. Recent interest in expanding citizen involvement may reflect a desire
to maintain governments’ relevance, in an age when declining turnout and new
forms of Internet-based campaigning are threatening to sideline mainstream pol-
itics. If governments feel that they must harness new forms of participation to
maintain their own legitimacy, the emphasis of electronic government may shift
slightly towards consultation and involvement. Without these incentives, it is likely
that the government will engage in dialogue with the citizen-consumer, but leave
the active citizen silenced.

Notes

1 ‘Electronic’ (or ‘e-’) is used in preference to the many alternative prefixes – digital, vir-
tual, cyber – as this term has become the most widely used by governments themselves
and in analyses of online activity. The term government, as used here, refers to both
executive and legislative institutions, except where otherwise specified.

2 Interview conducted 21 November 2000.
3 On a visit to the site on 6 November 2001, there were 451 consultations listed, 61 of

which were open.
4 This was downloaded from �http://www.ukonline.gov.uk/online/citizenspace/

consultation/default.asp� on 14 February 2001, but has now been removed from the site.
5 Clift was a founder of the Minnesota E-democracy programme in 1994. The pro-

gramme aimed to provide political information and online discussion forums for local
users. It is now widely held to be one of the most successful local electronic democracy
initiatives. See �http://www.e-democracy.org�

6 The Council for Excellence in Government is a non-partisan, non-profit organisation
undertaking research to further the goal of better government performance. The field-
work for the survey was done during 14–16 August 2000 by the research firms of
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Peter D. Hart and Robert M. Teeter. It was a three-part study that included surveys of:
150 government officials; 155 business and non-profit leaders; and 1,003 members of
the general public. The margin of error for the survey is �/� 4 per cent.

7 The Hansard Society for Parliamentary Government is an independent non-partisan
educational charity, whose president is the Speaker of the House of Commons. See
�http://www.hansard-society.org.uk�
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4 Digital parliaments and
electronic democracy
A comparison between the US House,
the Swedish Riksdag and
the German Bundestag1

Thomas Zittel

Parliaments on the net

As in many areas of social life, computer networks along with other kinds of new
digital information and communication technology have entered the parliamen-
tary sphere. This is the conclusion of a volume edited by Stephen Coleman,
John Taylor and Wim van de Donk, which collects in-depth case studies on the
digitalization of modern parliaments such as the British House of Commons, the
Danish Folketinget and the Australian Parliament (Coleman et al. 1999). A com-
parative survey on new information technology among members of eleven leg-
islative assemblies provides further comparative evidence on this trend towards
digital parliaments. The respondents to this survey report the general availability
of personal computers as well as widespread access to the Internet across all
cases.2 Intranets, videoconferencing technology, mobile phones and notebooks
belong to the standard equipment of most of the respondents to this survey.
These kinds of empirical data stress the efforts that have been made on the
part of legislative assemblies to catch up with the most recent developments in
telecommunication technology.

To many students of media and political communication the proliferation of
computer networks heralds the coming of an electronic democracy, which opens
up new avenues for political participation. According to former chairman of
NBC Lawrence Grossman, a new political system is already taking shape in the
United States. He argues that new digital media are turning America into an elec-
tronic republic, which vastly increases the people’s day-to-day influence on polit-
ical decisions (Grossman 1995: 3). Journalist Wayne Rash concludes his empirical
study on digital politics in the United States with the observation that the Net is
already giving voters a voice that reaches directly to the highest levels of
government (Rash 1997: 181).

From a theoretical point of view, these so called ‘cyberoptimists’ point towards
the vast technological potential of the Internet for decentralized and interactive
mass communication. They subscribe to the notion of technological determinism
that assumes a causal relationship between major technological breakthroughs
such as computer networks on the one hand and social structure on the other.



According to this perspective, the social diffusion of new digital media will trigger
far-reaching social change in almost automatic ways (Toffler 1980; Naisbitt 1982;
Street 1992: chapter 2; Hoff 2000). From an empirical point of view, cyberopti-
mists emphasize new strategies of digitalized political communication in the par-
liamentary realm to argue their case.

Parliamentary websites are one of the most visible indicators for these changing
strategies in political communication. In her book, Pippa Norris reviews on the
Digital Divide the whole universe of parliamentary websites around the world.
Her numbers indicate that legislative Websites have become a universal trend
throughout Scandinavia, North America and western Europe with the exception
of Cyprus (Norris 2001: 132–3). A count by the Inter-Parliamentary Union found
out that 87 per cent of all national parliaments in Europe have established a pres-
ence on the web by April 2000 (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2000). A variety of
case studies offer more in-depth analyses on the history and the content of par-
ticular parliamentary websites. Some of these studies emphasize the fact that
these digital publications have been launched during the mid-1990s in an attempt
to increase the transparency of the parliamentary process and to exploit new
opportunities for interactive communication. To achieve this goal, legislative web-
sites allow among others easy access to the full text of plenary transcripts and to
information on the progress of legislation. Interactive elements such as email
addresses or discussion fora are designed to foster interactive communication with
citizens (Casey 1996; Coleman et al. 1999; Fühles-Ubach and Neumann 1999;
Mambrey et al. 1999; Coleman 2000).

In contrast to cyberoptimism, some students of electronic democracy are
sceptical regarding the significance of digital parliaments for democratic govern-
ment and political participation. These so called ‘cybersceptics’ claim that digi-
talized political institutions do not live up to the standard of electronic democracy
and thus represent examples of technological modernization rather than political
transformation. A substantial number of students of digital parliaments, for
example, voices concern about the suboptimal uses of the Internet in many par-
liaments that have been subject to research (Coleman et al. 1999: 369–70).
According to Michael Margolis and David Resnick, legislative websites can be
expected to reinforce support for the dominant political attitudes and established
political parties rather than to transform current systems of interest representa-
tion (Margolis and Resnick 2000: 93–4). While cyberscepticism should be
applauded to reintroduce a more realistic tone to the debate on electronic democ-
racy, it nevertheless shares two important shortcomings with its counterpart.

First, many empirical studies on electronic democracy raise the question of rel-
evance. They suffer from a lack of political theory in failing to define and explain
a standard or a theoretical frame that could be used to identify relevant empirical
phenomena from the perspective of democratic theory. Most of these studies take
conceptual shortcuts by drawing far-reaching conclusions on democracy that
are based upon the analysis of political communication. These analyses take
strategies of political communication and the implementation of interactive mass
communication on the Net as a vantage point to evaluate progress towards
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electronic democracy. However, while the use of new technological opportunities
for the purpose of political communication is an important prerequisite of polit-
ical impact, it is not a sufficient one. In this chapter we argue that we have to take
the procedural and structural implications of a specific act of political communi-
cation into account in order to be able to draw conclusions regarding its larger
impact on democracy. We thus need a standard that identifies relevant acts of
digital communication from the perspective of democratic theory. This standard
has to be based upon technology as well as upon structural and procedural
considerations.

A second shortcoming concerns the lack of general evidence regarding the
impact of new digital media such as computer networks on democracy. Most of
the available empirical analyses are impressionistic or in a case study format. The
explorative nature of most of these case studies and the lack of a common rele-
vant theoretical focus does not allow for cumulative knowledge and for general
conclusions regarding the impact of new digital media on democracy (Lijphart
1971; Peters 1998: chapter 6). In order to produce more general conclusions on
this question, we need more case studies based upon a relevant common theoret-
ical frame. A second strategy of empirical research on electronic democracy
should be based upon the comparative method in order to unveil the current
political ramifications of new digital media in general and to understand the
impact of digital parliaments in particular.

This chapter touches upon both problems to shed light on the political
ramifications of digital parliaments. It will proceed in three distinct steps: In a first
step, it will sketch an ideal model of electronic democracy. The aim is to define a
meaningful standard that takes into account the procedural and structural dimen-
sion of politics in order to assess the relevance of digital parliaments for democ-
racy. In a second empirical section, we will analyze different digital parliaments on
the basis of this model in order to test the two hypotheses sketched here. In this
empirical section we compare the US House, the German Bundestag and the
Swedish Riksdag. This empirical analysis draws from a quantitative content analy-
sis of personal websites in these three parliaments and from qualitative case stud-
ies on institutional reform in digital parliaments. A third section takes the result of
this analysis as a vantage point to reconsider the link between technological change
in telecommunications and political change and to speculate about prerequisites of
electronic democracy beyond technological change in telecommunication.

The rational for the selection of our cases is based upon the magnitude of
technological change in telecommunication. Each of the three parliaments in our
sample experienced change in telecommunication infrastructure at a similar level.
The German Bundestag, for example, started in the mid-1980s to equip its
members with personal computers (Lange 1988; Einemann 1991; Mambrey et al.
1991). By 1989, forty-seven German MPs had access to this new technology
either directly in their own office or indirectly via committees or parliamentary
party organization (Einemann 1991: 11–14). Today, almost every single work-
place in the German parliament is equipped with state-of-the-art desktops, which
run on the basis of the most recent software. Along with this proliferation of
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personal computers, the Bundestag built up a powerful network infrastructure. In
1995, when the World Wide Web (WWW) took off, only very few members had
access via modems and commercial online-providers, sometimes at their own
expenses. With the move to Berlin, the Bundestag implemented a Local Area
Network that connects all computers internally as well as externally.

A quite similar development took place in the Swedish Riksdag. According to a
Swedish MP, thirty years ago, his predecessors were restricted to only two
telephone booths in the lobby to enter into contact with the media or their con-
stituents (Gylling 2000). Today, there are mobile phones, fax machines and
personal computers all around the place. The number of personal computers in
parliamentary buildings increased, for example, from 10 in 1987 to 1,800 in
October 2000.3 Moreover, an increasing number of Swedish members use
portable notebook computers to connect via a 128 Kbit line to a Local Area
Network with a 100 Mbit Backbone and a 2 Mbit connection to the Internet.
A mobile videoconferencing system with cameras, screens and a sound system that
can be used at various studios within the buildings of the Riksdag supplements this
new communication infrastructure in the Swedish Riksdag (Ulfhielm 1998).

Similar developments in the US House are summarized by a story published in
the Washington Times in 1999. This story reported the tremendous investments
made over a time span of five years to equip the US House with the most recent
communications technology. In the course of these efforts, the US House pro-
vided congressmen and their staffers with new personal computers and software,
renovated congressional office buildings with new fibre optic cables and provided
at least one T1 Internet connection line to each office with an access rate of
1.5 million bits per second (Archibald 1999; see also Casey 1996). Apart from
internal technological change, each of the three parliaments we selected experi-
enced far-reaching external technological change in telecommunication as well.
In Sweden, Germany and the United States significant numbers of the popula-
tion own personal computers and have access to the Internet. According to survey
research, by early 2000, almost half of the population in the United States and
Sweden was online while in Germany, about 20 per cent of the population had
access to the Internet at this point in time (NUA 2001).

In this chapter we ask whether our three digital parliaments use the Internet
along the lines of our model of electronic democracy or rather whether these three
digitalized legislative assemblies are falling behind this standard. While the first
observation would support the claim of cyberoptimists, the second finding would
stress the cybersceptics point of view. Our comparative design furthermore allows
testing for differences between the three cases under study regarding the imple-
mentation of electronic democracy in the process of technological change. This
outcome would point towards the impact of intervening contextual variables.

What is electronic democracy?

The term democracy has been linked to many adjectives during the course of its
history: direct democracy, representative democracy or parliamentary democracy
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are some of the most widely known combinations. The term electronic
democracy marks a more recent version. Adjectives are analytical tools to empir-
ical theorists of democracy to specify and clarify this very broad concept. They
are a means to characterize specific forms of democracy and to distinguish
between different basic types of this form of government (Collier and Levitsky
1997). This observation raises questions regarding the meaning of electronic
democracy and the specific form of democracy it signifies.

In the debate on electronic democracy this term is frequently used as a catch-
all concept. It combines different empirical phenomena such as the websites of
political parties or parliaments, electronically mediated debates on political top-
ics, community networks, electronic voting or even the provision of administrative
services via new digital media (Leggewie and Maar 1998; Kamps 1999). We argue
that this type of usage is too unspecific and not suited to foster a clear under-
standing of electronic democracy. More important, its most serious shortcoming
lies in the tendency to take conceptual shortcuts by drawing conclusions on
democracy on the basis of the study of political communication and communi-
cation technology. This general usage of the term ignores the fact that democracy
cannot be reduced to communication but rather that it is also about institutions.
A definition of electronic democracy has to take these defining elements of
democracy into account.

There have been some efforts to conceptualize electronic democracy in a more
explicit and comprehensive manner (see e.g. Arterton 1987; Hagen 1997;
Bellamy 2000). These mainly theoretical undertakings chose to model this
concept in terms of a real type on the basis of empirical developments and dis-
courses regarding the use of new digital media in the political realm. While these
analyses give way to a more sophisticated understanding of the phenomenon at
hand, they still suffer from major shortcomings. We argue that at this early stage
of technological developments one cannot assume to capture relevant phenom-
ena with this kind of method. Real types simply do not provide analytical lenses
that are sharp enough to distinguish the relevant from the irrelevant and to detect
small and so far hardly visible trends in the transformation of democracy. As a
consequence, most of the available models of electronic democracy are somewhat
fuzzy and hardly able to give us a clear idea what electronic democracy is all
about and how to distinguish it from other types of democracy. They also do not
put their finger on the general problem of conceptual shortcuts in the debate on
electronic democracy. Most theoretical models of electronic democracy are there-
fore ill-suited to guide systematic empirical research on the political impact of
new digital media.

In contrast to these earlier theoretical analyses we model electronic democracy
as an ideal type that is based upon basic ideas of democracy and is structured
along three different levels of political analysis. By using this method, we aim to
forego the problem of conceptual shortcuts and to sharpen our analytical lenses
in the study of electronic democracy. We define electronic democracy, as outlined
in Figure 4.1, as a three-layered concept that emphasizes political participation as
a core value in the process of decision-making (conception of democracy),
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sketches three different strategies for institutional/structural reform to make
democracy more participatory via new digital media (democratic design) and
aims at influencing individual behaviour by increasing all types of political
participation via the use of new digital media (participatory behaviour).

This definition marks a sharp distinction between political communication on
the one hand and electronic democracy on the other. At the level of participatory
behaviour, it excludes individual acts of digital communication that are not aimed
at influencing political decision-making such as exchanging ideas in a USENET
group or retrieving information on community services (see e.g. Barnes et al.
1979: 42). At the level of democratic design our model emphasizes the need for
digitalized communication and interaction to be integrated into the decision-
making process in order to count as an element of electronic democracy. We do
not consider acts of digitalized public relations such as discussion fora run by the
parliamentary bureaucracy as an element of electronic democracy per se.

Our definition of electronic democracy also makes a strong statement
regarding our third level, which focuses on different conceptions of democracy. At
this level, we do not consider electronic democracy as a distinct type of democ-
racy. We argue instead that most of the discourse on electronic democracy closely
resembles the debate on participatory democracy and that electronic democracy
rather becomes a distinct phenomenon at the other two levels of our model.

Conceptions of democracy focus on the level of ideas and primarily ask about
the nature of citizenship (Rawls 1971). At this most general level, we distinguish
between two basic ideas (conceptions) of democracy: participatory and liberal
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democracy. Participatory democracy perceives the self as part of the political
community. It therefore strives to involve individuals as much as possible into the
political process. From this point of view, democracy becomes a way of life
(Pateman 1970; Barber 1984; Fishkin 1991; Habermas 1992). This perspective is
in stark contrast to a liberal conception of democracy, which perceives individu-
als as autonomous entities independent from the political community and which
assumes a basic antagonism between individuals and their social environment.
Individuals are perceived as consumers and private beings who do not care much
about political involvement, who develop interests apart from the political
community and who are sometimes in conflict with the political community.
Liberal theory emphasizes the legitimacy of these interests and aims at protecting
the private lives of citizens. From this point of view, democracy merely becomes
a process of collective decision-making (Schumpeter 1950; Sartori 1987).

The liberal conception of democracy is considered the dominant paradigm of
modern democracy. It owes part of this dominance to the problems of its
counterpart to design a participatory scheme of democracy under conditions of
the modern nation state. Theorists of participatory democracy are ardent critics
of the liberal model. They perceive liberal democracy as ‘thin democracy’ that
threatens the stability of democracy, creates negative policies and leads individu-
als to live isolated and estranged lives. But a community of millions of citizens
and an area of hundreds of thousands of square miles silenced many protagonists
of participatory democracy when it came to questions of designing participatory
democracy in terms of specific political institutions (Schmidt 2000: 175).

This is where electronic democracy comes in. Electronic democracy shares
with the participatory model its general conception of democracy. Its goal is to
make democracy more participatory, to involve citizens more into the political
process and to strengthen political community (Hagen 1997; Kleinsteuber and
Hagen 1998). Theorists of electronic democracy perceive new digital media as
means to implement their ideal under the conditions of the nation state and to
overcome most of the technical obstacles to participatory democracy (Krauch
1971; Etzioni et al. 1975; Becker 1981; Slaton 1992). This definition provides a
standard at the level of ideas and motivations to evaluate current developments
regarding the use of new digital media in general and regarding digital
parliaments in particular. We should assume that digital parliaments matter to
democracy in cases where this kind of motivation prevails among political actors.

Apart from this macro-analytical perspective, most critics of participatory
democracy focus on the micro-analytical level while arguing against this
conception of democracy. They emphasize low rates of political participation and
the lack of political interest among ordinary citizens as an indicator that speaks
against the feasibility of participatory democracy (Berelson et al. 1954; Campbell
et al. 1960). According to these critics, individuals have more important things in
their mind than politics, and voting should be considered the only type of political
participation citizens might be able to squeeze into their busy schedules. As a reac-
tion to these claims, early theorists of electronic democracy stressed digital media
as a tool to foster various types of individual participation beyond voting such as
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retrieving political information to learn about political decisions, entering into
political debates to deliberate political decisions and registering political opinions
on policy issues (Krauch 1971; Etzioni et al. 1975; Becker 1981; Slaton 1992).

These theorists used the vehicle of experiments in order to demonstrate that
citizens are ready to take advantage of new digital means of political participa-
tion. This was the conclusion German teledemocrat Helmut Krauch drew from
an early project he organized in cooperation with German TV in 1971. In this
experiment on teledemocracy, a representative panel of citizens was given the
opportunity to follow a televised debate on problems of environmental protection
and to register opinions on several questions that were raised in the course of this
debate via a digital phone system. The votes were registered by a mainframe com-
puter, electronically processed and turned into graphs, which were immediately
displayed to the discussants (Krauch 1971). American teledemocrats Ted Becker
and Christa Slaton used digital phone lines in 1981 to poll citizens in
New Zealand in order to involve the public in long-range strategic political
planning (Becker 1981; Ryan and Becker 1983). According to Becker,
New Zealanders were excited about the new participatory tools and took to
teledemocracy like birds to trees. As a consequence, Becker perceives advances in
interactive cable TV and in home computer systems as prerequisites for a bright
future in political participation (Becker 1981: 8).

Political Philosopher Amitai Etzioni took a different path towards electronic
democracy by emphasizing deliberation in his experiments with telecommunica-
tions media. In the mid-1970s he and his collaborators organized a series of
telephone conferences to study this medium as a means to foster political
dialogue. The purpose of this experiment was to demonstrate that ‘[. . .] the
technological means exist through which millions of people can enter into
dialogue with one another and with their representatives and can form the
authentic consensus essential for democracy’. Etzioni concluded his studies with
the observation that phone conferences are well suited to increase the quantity as
well as the quality of political participation (Etzioni et al. 1975).

These kinds of experiments were designed to demonstrate the interest of ordi-
nary citizens in digital political participation beyond voting. They suggest another
standard to evaluate the impact of new digital media in general and digital par-
liaments in particular. On the basis of this standard we have to ask whether
citizens are using parliamentary websites to retrieve information on the parlia-
mentary process or whether they take advantage of interactive features to
communicate with the parliamentary sphere. This understanding of electronic
democracy is focused on the behavioural level of political analysis.

Original theorists of participatory democracy argue for a close link between
participatory behaviour and participatory institutions or designs. Unfortunately,
students of electronic democracy have been much less specific regarding this third
element of electronic democracy. There has been little interest to link the idea of
participatory democracy via digital means to specific institutional designs. Having
reviewed the literature on electronic democracy we have to conclude that current
concepts of electronic democracy are under-complex in institutional terms – to
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say the least. However, the discourse on electronic democracy as well as available
models of electronic democracy include general considerations that are pointing
towards three broad strategies of democratic design via new digital media.

The first two strategies are only of passing interest in the context of our argu-
ment. The first argues that new electronic media should be used to implement
measures of direct democracy such as electronic referenda or initiatives (Budge
1996). This perspective does not advocate to completely abolish representative
types of democracy and to shift from a representative mode towards a direct
mode of decision-making. It only proposes to take some decisions by means of
direct democracy while others should be taken by elected representatives. In
recent years there have been several experiments and pilot projects that aim to
solve not only technological problems related to electronic referenda but which
also aim to answer questions regarding necessary procedural and structural prob-
lems in the process of implementation (Muralt Müller 2000; Buchstein 2001;
Mutter 2002).

The second strategy of democratic design via new digital media highlights
cyberspace as a new type of public space, which could be organized as an
autonomous self-regulatory social sphere. Theorists of cyberdemocracy assume
that this new type of social sphere will strengthen civic engagement and social
cooperation (Rheingold 1993; Schuler 1996; Katz 1997). There are no elaborate
institutional designs available so far to put more flesh on this general concept of
cyberdemocracy as a means for democratic decision-making. However, some
students of the Internet point towards the history and the organization of the
Internet as an example for a self-regulatory and decentralized political sphere
based upon new digital media (Hofmann 1998). From this perspective, the
Internet ought to be free from any type of state intervention and state regulation
in order to be able to emerge as a new type of civil space.

A third strategy of institutional reform is most consequential for our initial
question regarding the relevance of digital parliaments for democracy. It stresses
the function of political representation as the main target of political reform. It
advocates a shift from an indirect system of interest representation towards a
direct and participatory system of political representation. The current system of
political representation stresses intermediate organizations such as political par-
ties, interest groups or mass media as major linkages between citizens and the
state. Political parties are of crucial importance in this current system of interest
representation. Modern democratic theory perceives political parties as mass
organizations that mobilize citizens, aggregate and articulate political interests
and link these interests to the decision-making process. Elections are in the core
of this process. Parties compete in political elections on the basis of manifestos,
the party who wins a majority forms a government and implements its manifesto.
It is crucial to this system that parties impose a rigid discipline on the MPs to
secure the implementation of their manifesto (Katz 1987; Weber 1990; Gallagher
et al. 2001).

This current system of interest representation has been criticized for its trend
towards oligarchy (Michels 1911), for being systematically selective regarding the
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type of social interest that could gain representation (Schattschneider 1975) and
for being biased towards a certain type of information that is being communi-
cated particularly via the mass media (Sarcinelli 1998). According to these critics,
this system of indirect representation establishes weak links between citizens and
the state. Citizens remain in the role of voters who have the opportunity to decide
upon government policies during subsequent elections, while many cannot gain
access to crucial information, cannot take the political initiative to voice their
interests or cannot influence policy-making according to their interests.

The alternative system of direct, participatory political representation is struc-
tured in very different ways. In this system, intermediary organizations such as
political parties are weak and direct communication and interaction function as
the main linkage between the public and the state. Theorists of electronic democ-
racy assume that new digital media such as the Internet can be used to redesign
prevailing indirect systems of interest representation and to close the gap between
citizens and parliaments in twofold ways.

The first approach perceives new digital media as a way to link individual rep-
resentatives closer to particular constituents (Arterton 1987; see e.g. McLean
1987; Snider 1994). According to this approach, the bandwidth and the decen-
tralized structure of computer networks allow each individual member easy and
efficient access to mass communication in order to enter into a constant dialogue
with his constituents, to disseminate information on his policy views and to learn
about the policy views of the constituents. Moreover, the merging of communi-
cations technology with data processing technology allows even individual MPs to
constantly poll citizens on specific policy issues. The Internet thereby functions as
a direct link between individual members and citizens and enables MPs to bypass
traditional linkage structures such as mass media, political parties or interest
groups. With this infrastructure in place, single representatives can become
delegates of particular constituents (Pitkin 1967).

Another type of participatory representative system by electronic means
stresses the possibility to draw citizens closer to the parliamentary process.
Electronic consultations, for example, allow a more representative sample of citi-
zens to voice their opinions on pending legislation and to deliberate with each
other as well as with policy-makers in the wake of political decisions (Coleman
1999, 2000; Needham 2001). Parliaments could also decide to adjust established
principles of public access to the technological potential of the Internet to open
up the parliamentary process to public scrutiny and to use new digital media to
publicize public information in far-reaching ways.

While both schemes of participatory political representation presuppose the
implementation of new digital media technology as well as new patterns of polit-
ical communication, they also stress the need for institutional and structural
adjustments. The first scheme of participatory political representation presup-
poses a decentralized pattern of digital communication and interaction between
citizens and legislative assemblies rather than a centralized one. It thus suggests
strengthening the autonomy of individual MPs in relation to their party. The
second scheme of interest representation via digital media suggests a close link
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between digital communication and the parliamentary process in institutional
terms. In the context of this scheme the integration of digital communication in
the decision-making process becomes a crucial question.

The following empirical analysis focuses on the US House, the German
Bundestag and the Swedish Riksdag. It asks whether the technological develop-
ments in telecommunication within these digital parliaments are in line with the
models of participatory representative design sketched here. In our analysis we
focus on the structural level in order to evaluate the technological developments
in modern parliaments and to determine whether digital parliaments matter to
democracy. We neither ask about the motivation and ideas that drive the digital-
ization of parliaments nor do we ask whether citizens are using the new opportu-
nities to communicate and interact with parliaments. In a first section, we focus
on the media strategies of individual representatives. We ask whether individual
representatives are using the Internet and whether they are using this medium in
ways to enter into closer relationships with constituents. Next we focus on institu-
tional policies and ask whether digital parliaments trigger institutional reforms
that are designed to open up the parliamentary process and to allow for direct cit-
izen participation. Due to restrictions in space, we will only be able to sketch some
preliminary findings from a more comprehensive study on political representation
in the networked society.

Digital parliaments and individual
representatives on the net

Each of the three parliaments established a presence on the WWW between 1995
and 1996 by introducing an official parliamentary website. However, there are
striking differences between these parliaments regarding the degree to which par-
liamentary subunits are using the WWW for external communication. This find-
ing results from a count of all links at the main website of these three parliaments
on a specific day in January 2000. This count displays a clear difference between
the US House on the one hand and the German Bundestag and the Swedish
Riksdag on the other hand. Figure 4.2 demonstrates that in the US House, web-
sites are used at all parliamentary levels to almost 100 percent. Contrary to this,
in the German Bundestag and the Swedish Riksdag, committees are not using
websites at all and MPs are still a minority on the net. In the Swedish Riksdag,
even the parliamentary party organization does not have a presence on the web.
Therefore, in both European national parliaments, digital communication is
much less decentralized than it is in the US House of Representatives.

Unfortunately, we do not have quantitative data on the development of per-
sonal websites in the US House, the Riksdag and the Bundestag. A comparison
between the US House and the German Bundestag, which is displayed in
Figure 4.3, demonstrates individual initiatives within a similar time frame in mid-
1995. But while in the US House members rapidly started to use websites as a
means of communication, there was much less enthusiasm in the German
Bundestag until mid-1998. It was only after mid-1998 that more and more
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Figure 4.2 Websites per parliamentary unit in the US House, German Bundestag and
Swedish Riksdag, January 2000.
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Figure 4.3 Personal websites in the US House and the German Bundestag, 1995–2000.
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members of the German Bundestag were starting to use this medium. But still, in
January 2000, there were considerable differences between the German
Bundestag on the one hand and the US House on the other.

Apart from the act of using personal websites, the decentralization of political
representation is also dependent upon the way that personal websites are being
used: Do these Websites foster access to crucial information on the parliamentary
process? Do they stimulate direct dialogue between MPs and citizens? Do they
increase members’ knowledge about the policy views of their constituents? To
answer these questions, we downloaded the personal websites we have identified
and performed a quantitative content analysis.

This analysis produces two main findings. First, in all three parliaments,
personal websites are not used in a way to consequently implement the model of
a direct, participatory system of political representation. Only a minority of
members uses their websites to increase public dialogue and to learn more about
the policy positions of their constituents. Furthermore, only a minority of mem-
bers increases access to crucial information on the parliamentary process via their
websites; second, there are important differences between the three cases under
study. Members in the US House provide more access to crucial parliamentary
information via their websites as well as more opportunities to register opinions
than their European counterparts. Contrary to this, Swedish and German web-
sites are aiming more towards public dialogue than the American websites. We
will illustrate these general findings in greater detail in the remainder of this
section.

Almost all of the websites we analyzed provide basic interactive elements such
as email addresses or webmail forms. However, this kind of interactivity is of a
private nature and means little progress compared to traditional forms of one-to-
one communication such as constituency letters or phone calls. Discussion fora or
public guestbooks are more progressive forms of public communication on the
WWW because they involve representatives in public dialogues. Our analysis
demonstrates that in all three parliaments, only a very small minority of members
uses these kinds of applications on their websites. Apart from these similarities,
there are obvious differences regarding the dominant type of interactivity
between the US House on the one hand and the Swedish Riksdag as well as the
German Bundestag on the other. Figure 4.4 demonstrates that compared to
the US House more members use sophisticated interactive applications in the
Riksdag and the Bundestag. We also observe a slightly greater interest in the use
of email and webmail forms among Swedish and German MPs.

Another characteristic of a participatory and individualized scheme of
representation is the congruence between the policy views of constituents and the
decisions taken by their representative. This presupposes a clear understanding of
the constituents’ positions on specific policies on the part of the individual
representative. So far, national opinion polls did not provide individual represen-
tatives with information of that nature. At best, they gave guidance to national
parties and the party leadership on how their followers feel regarding crucial
issues of national importance. They did not inform single representatives on how
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particular constituents think of issues they care most about. Online surveys offer
an easy and very cost-efficient means to change this situation. This Internet appli-
cation allows constituents to register their opinions on political issues with a sin-
gle mouse click and thus enables representatives to learn about their policy views.
As Figure 4.5 demonstrates, in all three parliaments only tiny minorities were
using this application in January 2000 on their personal websites. But again,
Figure 4.5 also demonstrates differences between these different cases. While
6 per cent of the US representatives with websites use online surveys, basically
none in the two European parliaments use the surveys.

In-depth information on the parliamentary agenda and the policies that are up
for decision is a crucial prerequisite for the formation of policy views. In a next
step of our analysis, we asked whether personal websites in the US House, the
German Bundestag and the Swedish Riksdag foster access to this type of infor-
mation. A first indicator for this is the quantity of textual content on personal
websites. A website with little or no textual information can hardly be regarded as
a means to more relevant political information. Although a website with a lot of
textual content does not guarantee access to crucial information, it increases the
probability that it is serving exactly this kind of function. We calculated the quan-
tity of textual information per single website in standard letter size to compare the
member websites in the three parliaments regarding the quantity of textual infor-
mation they provide. Figure 4.6 demonstrates that across all three parliaments
only a minority of personal websites exploit the opportunity to provide large
amounts of text. However, there are considerable differences between the US
House on the one hand and the two European national parliaments on the other.
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Figure 4.4 Interactivity of personal websites in the US House, German Bundestag
and Swedish Riksdag, January 2000.
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A large majority of personal websites in the Swedish Riksdag and a significant
minority in the German Bundestag fall below twenty pages of textual informa-
tion. This type of digital brochure contains only a welcome page with the picture
of the member, a biography and some basic information such as a postal address
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Figure 4.5 Online surveys on personal websites in the US House, German Bundestag and
Swedish Riksdag, January 2000.
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Figure 4.6 The quantity of textual information on personal websites in the US House,
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or his committee assignments. Contrary to this, digital brochures are less
widespread in the US House of Representatives. The median is even more
illuminating in this respect: it is 133 for the US House compared to 24 for the
German Bundestag and 1 for the Swedish Riksdag.

A high quantity of textual information is not an equivalent for the availability
of relevant political information, which helps constituents to understand the
policy position of their representative and to screen his legislative behaviour.
To study the quality of content, we analyzed the type of information that could
be found on personal websites in the three parliaments. Figure 4.7 demonstrates
again similarities and differences between the US House, the German Bundestag
and the Swedish Riksdag.

Across these three parliaments, many personal websites lack crucial information
on the parliamentary process. As Figure 4.7 demonstrates, press releases are the
kind of information that is most likely to be found on the websites of individual
representatives. The function of press releases is to provide news to the mass
media in a suitable format that is short and to the point. Press releases do not aim
at the ordinary citizen and do not provide comprehensive access to information
on the parliamentary process. Therefore, they do not increase the transparency of
the parliamentary process. This function could be performed, for example, by a
comprehensive selection of issue-position papers of a member, an in-depth analy-
sis of the issues a member cares about most and a comprehensive documentation
of his legislative behaviour. As we can see in Figure 4.7, across the three
parliaments under study, many personal websites lack these types of information.
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Figure 4.7 The type of information at personal websites in the US House, German
Bundestag and Swedish Riksdag, January 2000.
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However, besides this similarity, again there are stark differences between the
US House of Representatives on the one hand and the German Bundestag and
the Swedish Riksdag on the other. In each of the categories displayed in
Figure 4.7, the US House is in the lead regarding the number of personal
websites in line with our model of direct, participatory representation. The
differences are particularly striking with regard to information on the parliamentary
initiatives of single MPs.

Digital parliaments and institutional reform

Another scheme of direct, participatory representation presupposes the integration
of digital communication into the decision-making process. Parliaments might
decide to reconsider their policies regarding public access to parliamentary infor-
mation because of new technological opportunity structures. They might also
take decisions to use the Internet as a means to increase public participation in
the parliamentary process. In this section we ask about debates regarding institu-
tional reforms that aim towards this direction. The subsequent remarks will
provide a very brief summary of three case studies on this topic, which cover the
period until January 2000.

In the German and the Swedish cases, there has been little open debate on
whether to use the Internet to make legislative assemblies more participatory. One
of the main arenas regarding debates on the institutional ramifications of the
Internet in the German Bundestag has been the special commission (Enquete),
‘Zukunft der Medien in der Informationsgesellschaft’. This commission dealt
among others with the issue of public participation via the Internet. Yet, the
public hearing the commission held in September 1997 mainly focused on the
local level and on administrative reform while only a few questions to the wit-
nesses touched upon the national level and the issue of participation via electronic
media. Member of the Bundestag, Michael Meister, asked a representative of the
administration about the government’s concept for providing legislative informa-
tion on the Net (Deutscher Bundestag 1997: 50), and Social Democrat Jörg Tauss
questioned Claus Leggewie, professor of political science at the University of
Gießen, about the necessity of legislative initiatives (Deutscher Bundestag 1997: 63).
Neither of these questions stimulated any debate on specific institutional reforms
towards participatory democracy. This stresses the general point, made by one of
the witnesses during the hearing, that in the German case the relationship
between models of electronic democracy and existing democratic institutions is
unresolved (Deutscher Bundestag 1997: 49). Models of electronic democracy
have not yet been translated into specific programmes of institutional reform. At
the same time, the political use of the Internet within the Bundestag has not
raised open controversies on institutional issues as well.

The final report of the special commission on ‘Zukunft der Medien in der
Informationsgesellschaft’ underscores the perception of an unresolved relation-
ship between models of electronic democracy and existing democratic
institutions. It contains a chapter on ‘citizens and government’ including sections
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on access to information and new types of participation. The latter section
sketches new opportunities for political participation via the Internet such as
electronic dialogues and electronic voting without relating these new technologi-
cal options to existing political institutions and without raising questions regard-
ing necessary institutional adjustments. The section on access to information
simply points to existing legislative information on the Internet without raising the
issue of the information’s quality and quantity and without debating the types of
information that could and should be published on the Internet (Deutscher
Bundestag 1998: 78–9).

In the Swedish Riksdag, the new digital communications infrastructure
triggered administrative policies to increase staff for parties and members.
According to one high-level administrative official, the administration of the
parliament assumes that the Internet will increase communication between mem-
bers and citizens and that the members need help in dealing with this new situa-
tion. Apart from this, there have been two main institutional arenas where
members of the Swedish Riksdag debated the institutional ramifications of the
Internet. The IT group in the Swedish Riksdag consisted of one representative of
each party as well as representatives of the administration of the Riksdag. Its pur-
pose was to link parties and the administration regarding questions of communi-
cation technology. According to several participants, this group was mainly
focused on the development of the technical infrastructure of the parliament and
did not take up the issue of possible institutional ramifications of the new
communication infrastructure. The IT group was dissolved in 2000 in the course
of an administrative reform in the Riksdag.

The commission on democracy was a parliamentary commission that
assembled an unusually large number of MPs under the chairmanship of a
former minister of education. It was created in 1998 for a period of two years to
study the current state of democracy in Sweden, to discuss means to revitalize
Swedish democracy and to make proposals in this respect. In early 2000, the
commission submitted a final report that emphasized the need for more public
dialogue and deliberation in Swedish politics. It did acknowledge the potential of
new information technology for ‘widening the opportunities for citizens to partic-
ipate in and influence problem formulations and discussions before decisions are
made by elected assemblies’ (Swedish Ministry of Justice 2000: 7). However, the
commissions’ report has not produced specific policy recommendations. It has
been under review (‘remis’) during the course of the year 2000 and it will now be
the task of the newly established department of democracy to come forward with
specific policy recommendations. According to an official of this department, this
process is in a very early stage so far. Therefore, we can conclude, that, as in the
German case, there have been no specific open policy debates on more partici-
patory schemes of representation via new digital media.

This is different in the case of the US House of Representatives. We identified
several controversies indicating that House rules regulating access are in a state of
flux because of the proliferation of Internet technology. These controversies
touch upon two specific questions: first, should the US House change existing
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rules to make public documents more accessible via the Net and to increase the
publicity of the process; second, should the US House change existing rules to
make public information that has not been public before.

The first question touches upon the difference between the notions of ‘to make
public’ and ‘to publicize’. Many important proceedings in the US House, such as
committee hearings, are public in the sense that one can attend. But they are not
heavily publicized. In this case as in any other cases concerning information on
the committee process, the decision on publication in printed format rests solely
with each committee chair. Yet, even in cases of publication, the number of
copies is limited, publication in hard copy takes up to a year and copies are not
free of charge. Thus, timely and easy access, even to public documents, is heavily
restricted. Parliamentary television has brought about some changes since its
introduction in 1979 but the carrying capacity of C-SPAN I, which broadcasts
proceedings of the US House, is limited and thus C-SPAN has to be selective,
though to a lesser degree than commercial news outlets.

Then designated Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich, touched upon this
issue when he promised in November 1994 to require that ‘all documents and all
conference reports be filed electronically as well as in writing [. . .] so that infor-
mation is available to every citizen in the country at the same moment that it is
available to the highest paid Washington lobbyist’ (Gillespie and Schellhas 1994:
188). The issue of public access to congressional documents was put on the
agenda of a Task Force on Committee Review, established by the House
Republican organizing conference in December 1994 with a mandate to review
the committee structure of the House and make recommendations. In July 1996,
the Task Force recommended changes in House Rules that would force House
committees to facilitate access to a variety of specified committee documents via
the Internet (US House of Representatives 1996a). Representative Rick White,
a member of the Task Force, subsequently introduced legislation aimed at
implementing these recommendations.4

These efforts went nowhere in the 104th Congress. The Resolution introduced
by Representative White was referred to the House committees on Rules and
Oversight. Neither committee took action, and the legislation was never brought
to the floor. Subsequently, a much weaker provision was inserted in the Rules of
the House at the beginning of the 105th Congress. This provision required that
each committee ‘shall to the maximum extent feasible, make its publication avail-
able in electronic form’ (US House of Representatives 1997: 12), which still leaves
much discretion to committee chairs.

The House floor became the arena where members debated the second
question, whether previously non-public documents should be made public via
the Internet. The focus of this debate was on material prepared by the
Congressional Research Service (CRS), a congressional support agency that is
part of the Library of Congress and whose mission is to provide non-partisan pol-
icy advice to members. Up to then, CRS material was only available in hard copy
and in electronic form via the House Intranet to congressional staffers. Citizens
could obtain material via their representative, but would not know what material
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was available, would have to depend on the willingness of their representative to
release material on a specific question and would have to bear costs in terms of
time and effort to get hold of this material. In 1998, Representative Christopher
Shays and Senator John McCain simultaneously introduced a bill in the House of
Representatives and the US Senate to make CRS material publicly available over
the Internet on a CRS website5 (Fasman 1998: 16; Friedly 1998; Washington Post

1998: A12). Both bills did not receive a necessary majority in a final floor vote.
Apart from these debates on public access, some slight attention was given to

possible reforms to foster dialogue between members and their constituents.
When the Subcommittee on Rules and Organization conducted a hearing in May
1996 on the possible legislative impact of new communications technologies, one
of the committee’s members, participated via videoconference. The option to
allow MPs to participate in parliamentary proceedings via the Internet became an
important subject to debate in the course of this hearing (US House of
Representatives 1996b). Since then, committees have extensively used this infra-
structure to ensure the participation of witnesses who could not be present or to
cut down on travel costs to save the taxpayers’ money. But the participation of a
member via the Internet remained unique.

This technological option would allow members to spend more time in their
district and to be closer to their constituents while conducting parliamentary busi-
ness via the Internet. Technologically, this form of participation need not be
restricted to fact-finding hearings as it was the case in the hearing on May 1996.
One could also imagine representatives conducting mark up sessions or other
kinds of official business via the Internet while being closer to their constituents
in the district. However, this presupposes changes in House rules that demand
representatives to be physically present while conducting official business.
According to several staffers, these kinds of institutional changes are subject to
informal considerations but they have not stimulated serious and open policy
debates so far. Figure 4.8 provides a comparative summary of debates on institu-
tional reform, which aim at a more participatory system of political representa-
tion via new digital media and which were visible in the three parliaments until
early 2000.

Do digital parliaments enhance electronic democracy?

The preceding analysis reveals trends towards more participatory schemes of
political representation in the process of putting parliaments on the Net.
However, these trends are of a very moderate nature and hardly revolutionary in
scope. While many MPs already take advantage of the Internet, their way of
using personal websites is not suited to strengthen schemes of direct, individual-
ized representation. And while we were able to identify some visible debates
aimed at using the Internet to make the parliamentary process more transparent
and participatory, the outcome is far from revolutionary as well.

At first glance, this conclusion supports a cybersceptic point of view that
decries visions of electronic democracy as utopian driven by the enthusiasm and
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the excitement about new technologies in telecommunication. From this
perspective, electronic democracy is in line with a multitude of promises and
visions that were related to past technological changes in telecommunication and
which never materialized in the end (Kubicek et al. 1997; Jarren 1998).
Cybersceptics perceive digital parliaments as indicators for technological
modernization rather than political transformation. However, a more cautious
interpretation of our analysis suggests two important reservations regarding this
line of reasoning.

First, we have to remember that the findings of our analysis are nothing more
than a snapshot taken at a very early stage of a dynamic technological develop-
ment. As a consequence we lower our expectations and acknowledge the
significance of small effects, which might be first traces of a larger trend towards
political transformation. Future progress in telecommunication technology will
foster theses early initiatives during the decades to come. With universal access to
the Internet, increasing bandwidth, more reliable systems of data-security and
new types of hardware such as Web-TV the available digital opportunity-
structure will increase in sophistication and will constantly put pressure on
systems of political representation to develop into direct and participatory systems
of representation. Apart from this general note of caution in response to cyber-
scepticism, our analysis suggests a second important objection to both contenders
in the debate on electronic democracy.

The preceding analysis emphasizes the fact that trends towards electronic
democracy vary with political context. While in some circumstances, the future of
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Figure 4.8 Digital parliaments and institutional reform in the US House, German
Bundestag and Swedish Riksdag, January 2000.
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electronic democracy appears to be bleak, it obviously is much brighter in other
circumstances. This finding contradicts the universalism that characterizes
cyberoptimism as well as cyberscepticism. It rather points towards the importance
of political context in the process of political change in the networked society.
Given the existence of a multitude of political environments we assume that elec-
tronic democracy will eventually flourish in many versions, different in scope and
design. The crucial research question concerns the existence of systematic rela-
tionships between political context, technological change in telecommunication
and electronic democracy. The variance in our comparative analysis provides the
basis for ad hoc explanations, which could give guidance to further more systematic
research on this core question in the debate on electronic democracy.

Differences between the Riksdag and the German Bundestag on the one hand
and the US House on the other regarding the implementation of electronic
democracy are the most visible finding of our comparative analysis. Regarding
these differences we have to ask why parliaments that experience technological
change at a similar level, implement this technology in different ways. Ad hoc spec-
ulations on this question point towards a variety of structural factors such as dif-
ferences in the type of government. The Riksdag and the Bundestag are situated
within a parliamentary system that does not provide many incentives and institu-
tional capacities to individual representatives to focus on particular constituents
and to structure the representative process in a participatory mode. This is due to
the fact that legislative assemblies in parliamentary democracies possess the power
to make and break governments. This function imposes a rigid discipline on par-
liamentary majorities and pushes individual representatives to focus on their
party, to concentrate on internal bargaining and to structure the parliamentary
process accordingly. Contrary to this, parliaments in presidential systems such as
the US House do not possess this function and therefore leave individual repre-
sentatives much more room to establish a closer relationship to particular
constituents. The systematic difference between the US House on the one hand
and the Riksdag and the Bundestag on the other could be explained along this
line of reasoning. Due to the existing incentive structure, MPs within parliamen-
tary systems should thus not be interested in direct, decentralized schemes of rep-
resentation no matter what the technological opportunities are. Contrary to this,
representatives within presidential systems should be much more open to direct
schemes of political representation and thus to technologies that foster the
implementation of such schemes.

The preceding analysis stresses that it would be a gross simplification to
overemphasize a unicausal relationship between a specific institutional feature
such as the type of government on the one hand and the prospects for electronic
democracy on the other. The lack of interactivity on the personal websites of
American MPs might indicate the impact of additional contextual features. The
hesitancy of US Representatives in using discussion fora, which does not fit
with the general pattern of our analysis, could reflect the strong first amendment
tradition of the United States. While in Germany and Sweden, the
principle of freedom of speech is balanced with the principle of fair speech, in
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the United States we have a clear hierarchy of values that prevents any kind of
censorship, regardless of content. The rulings of the Supreme Court demonstrate
this tradition in a very obvious manner. The risks of using public discussion fora
can only be controlled in the American case by not using them at all. Contrary to
this, in Sweden and Germany, improper contributions to public discussion fora
can be censored on the basis of the principle of fair speech.

The differences between Swedish and German MPs serve as another example
against the assumption of a clear unicausal relationship between a specific insti-
tutional feature on the one hand and electronic democracy on the other. German
MPs are more eager to utilize the new digital opportunity structure compared to
their Swedish colleagues despite the fact that Swedish as well as German MPs
operate in the context of a parliamentary system. This variance might be based
upon differences regarding the electoral connection. The German electoral sys-
tem allows for a higher degree of personalization compared to the Swedish elec-
toral system. Half of the German MPs are elected in single-member districts by
a majority vote while the other half is elected via a party list in a proportional
vote. Many of the latter were also candidates in one of the district races. Contrary
to this, the Swedish electoral system is characterized by a much lower degree of
personalization. It has been reformed in 1998 to give voters the opportunity to
either elect a party list or a single candidate and thus increased the systems, poten-
tial for a personal vote. But according to students of Swedish electoral law, these
new opportunities are not well established in the hearts and minds of Swedish
voters so far (Möller 1999). In general, the Swedish electoral system is still a list-
based system that emphasizes parties rather than individual candidates. On the
basis of this observation one might argue that the degree of personalization of
electoral systems affects the incentives among individual representatives to take
advantage of the new digital opportunity structure in order to cultivate a
decentralized and direct system of political representation.

By way of conclusion, we have to stress that technological modernization in
general and digital parliaments in particular will not automatically push towards
new forms of democracy. We rather have to emphasize the impact of political
context on the future of political representation in the networked society.
Contrary to cyberscepticism we perceive the glass as half full rather than half
empty in this respect. While some contextual environments act as an obstacle to
electronic democracy, others might also work to its advantage. It remains a cru-
cial task to future theoretical as well as empirical research to study this interrela-
tionship between political context, technological change and electronic
democracy (Zittel 2002a,b). This type of research should be seen as a prerequi-
site in the attempt to understand the political significance of digital parliaments
and technological modernization.

Notes

1 This essay is part of a larger study on the relationship between new digital communications
media and representative government. I am indebted to many staffers and members in
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the US House, the German Bundestag and the Swedish Riksdag who gave large por-
tions of their time to support my research. I am particularly grateful to representative
Johnny Gylling. I am also grateful to the Fritz-Thyssen-Foundation, which has sup-
ported, my research with a generous grant, and to the Department of Government of
the University of Uppsala, which provided a hospitable research environment during
my field research in Sweden.

2 This survey was taken during a two-day European conference of Members of National
Parliaments on Communication Technologies, which took place in Helsinki and Tallinn
on 11–12 September 2001 �www.epri.org/main/static_main_1_131_ENG.htm� June
2002.

3 Numbers compiled by the Swedish Riksdag.
4 See H.Res. 478, July 1996; Congressional Record H 7658.
5 See US House of Representatives, 105th Congress, 2nd Session, H.R. 3131; US Senate,

105th Congress, 2nd Session, S. 1578.
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5 Digital democracy
Ideas, intentions and initiatives in
Swedish local governments

Joachim Åström

Introduction

It has commonly been suggested that the public in post-industrial societies has
become increasingly disenchanted with the traditional institutions of representa-
tive government, detached from political parties and disillusioned with older
forms of participatory activity. The political parties – the most important inter-
mediary link between the people and the centre of government – seem to have
lost their hold on the voters. Fewer voters are able to identify with a single party,
the voting behaviour becomes more and more flexible and the number of party
members decreases (Gidlund and Möller 1999). In addition to this, there is an
increase in the general distrust felt towards parties and politicians. Field surveys
indicate that confidence in politicians and parties during the last decades has
been undermined in almost all countries where time series surveys have been
conducted (Norris 1999a). In Sweden, formal studies are available since the
1960s, and they all indicate that confidence in politicians has been undermined,
slowly but constantly (Holmberg 1999). Due to this evidence, there is a ‘crisis of
democracy’ debate running.

While the trends are evident, the explanation for, and interpretations of, these
phenomena have proved more controversial. Among other things, the interpreta-
tion depends on how one judges citizens’ dissatisfaction with the possibilities
for political participation and with the outcomes of political decision-making.
According to one line of argument the problems are output related, rather than
input related. Decline in identification of citizens with political parties does not
necessarily mean that the legitimacy of the central institutions of representative
democracy is eroding. Citizens can use other non-institutional forms of action for
attaining political goals. Instead, low trust is considered as being due to weakened
government performance. People who are critical of the various services they
receive tend to be less trusting than people who are satisfied. Following this line
of reasoning, the policy prescription should be to enhance the effectiveness
of problem-solving rather than democratic responsiveness to the demands of
citizens (Klingemann and Fuchs 1995).

The opposite line of argument implies that we are facing a crisis of political
communication. The diagnoses claim a challenge to representative democracies



has arisen, which can be met only by decisive reform. Declining voter turnout and
lack of attendance at public meetings are heralded as evidence of citizen apathy
and a fundamental disconnection between citizens and their government. Citizen
apathy and a general culture of indifference to politics calls into question both the
extent to which councils can claim to represent their communities and their
broader legitimacy to govern. Social science literature has advanced numerous
hypotheses to explain citizen apathy. Political economists, for example, argue that
citizen non-action is actually the result of a rational calculus comparing the costs
and benefits of participation. Given that any single individual’s effort is unlikely
to make a difference and that the costs of participation are high, most citizens will
choose not to take part in political activities (Downs 1957). The policy prescrip-
tions for reducing citizen apathy usually involve a set of proposals to simplify
public participation in government by encouraging authorities to become more
transparent and to develop a range of consultation and participation techniques.

More recently, new information and communication technologies (ICTs) have
been put forward as one possible solution to the perceived problems of commu-
nication. According to Gibson and Ward (1998), the Internet has the potential
to increase internal party democracy and intensify interparty competition.
Hague and Loader (1999) suggest that ICTs could potentially promote govern-
ment accountability, create a better-informed citizenry and facilitate public
deliberation and participation in the decision-making process in state and civil
society. Budge (1996) believes that the development of the Internet makes direct
democracy feasible in a mass society for the first time. In many different ways
then, the Internet offers opportunities to reconnect people to the political process.

Will hopes for a digital democracy be realized? In Sweden, prospects for a
digital democracy might be considered better than in many other countries. The
rapid expansion of the Internet, combined with the ongoing broadband expan-
sion, imply that a technological platform now exists in order to develop applica-
tions that in different ways are considered to strengthen democracy. According to
statistics during the second half of the year 2000, 76 per cent of the Swedish
population between 16 and 79 years of age had access to a computer at home,
and 65 per cent had access to the Internet at home (SCB 2001). As use of the
Internet and World Wide Web by citizens has increased, many have touted the
web as a means to increase citizens’ political involvement. According to several
state-backed studies in later years, the Internet should be used to promote
government accountability and to increase public participation in politics (SOU
2000: 1; 2001: 48).

Still, changes in political behaviour are far from certain. Technological change
must be translated into political change through decisions made by the members
affected. They must decide whether they want to adapt to a new communications
environment, and if so, in what ways (Zittel 1999). This chapter examines the
relationship among ideas, intentions and initiatives in the process of wiring
Swedish local governments. The first part reviews the normative theoretical argu-
ment in favour of digital democracy, while the second draws on evidence from
a survey examining how local politicians in Sweden relate to these new ideas.
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Do they believe in the use of the Internet in the political process? Are some
opportunities via the Net more supported than others? The third part of the
chapter, moving from formal norms to active norms, focuses on the role and func-
tion of local government websites. How far do these sites provide comprehensive
information and opportunities for interactive communication? What factors help
to explain the patterns that we find? The conclusion summarizes the core findings
and considers some implications for understanding the role of the Internet in a
Swedish context.

Theories of digital democracy

In many countries there are programmes for ‘democratic renewal’ these days.
Renewal does not, however, take the same form everywhere, and the direction of
development is frequently being contested. ‘Digital democracy’ is often used as a
title for programmes of democratic renewal based on new ICTs. As such it
captures both the perceived problems with the existing institutions of local gov-
ernment and the ambitions of the current reform process. It suggests that local
democracy is failing and that new ICTs can help to address these failings in order
to revitalize democratic practice. In this way digital democracy has a precise
meaning: it is about adjusting the institutions of local government to make them
more democratic. On the other hand, the concept of democracy, and equally its
digital manifestations, is inherently ambiguous (Held 1987). Programmes of
digital democracy are grounded in different notions of democracy and connect
different democratic values to technological change. In this respect it might be
fruitful to distinguish between different models of digital democracy. In this part
of the chapter three different models will be presented: direct, interactive and
indirect. The direct model is basically about providing more effective means for
direct registrations of citizens’ opinions on current issues. The essence of the
interactive model is to strengthen civic engagement and political activism through
online discussion and deliberation. The indirect model of democracy refers to
opportunities to strengthen the core institutions of representative democracy
through dissemination of information and transparency. By sketching these mod-
els, it is possible to see in what direction digital technologies are pulling local
democracy. Are intentions and initiatives in local governments in line with the
indirect model of democracy, or are they part of a move towards a more direct or
interactive democracy?

Direct democracy

One common point of view in the debate on digital democracy is the recommenda-
tion of citizens’ direct participation in political decision-making. In this argument,
citizens are, or at least can be, adequately informed in most issues and they know
their interests better than anyone else. If each person is the best judge of his/her
best interests and the object of policy is as far as possible to advance these, this
makes a strong case for every citizen to participate in the making of public choices.
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It is of utmost importance that the will of the majority is allowed to directly
influence decisions in all areas of society. Accordingly, representation can
be seen as a practical necessity in some situations, but must generally be
regarded as a necessary evil that could and should be avoided in different ways
(Premfors 2000).

Use of ICTs is seen as one such way. The core of the direct democratic claim
rests on the idea that communication capacity is a kind of rate-limiting factor in
political engagement and influence. At present, political professionals, interest
groups and other elites dominate the comparatively limited resources for effective
political communication. The Net can decentralize access to communication and
information, increasing citizens’ political resources. As a consequence individuals’
engagement in politics will increase, as will their influence. In this vision not only
will a mass audience be able to follow politics and express its views to government,
but it will also be fundamentally less dependent on linkage organizations and
group politics (Bimber 1998).

The more radical proponents of this model see ICTs as the decisive means by
which direct democracy Athenian style can be implemented in today’s society. In
their proposed model professional politicians and political parties become more
or less redundant. Instead a new kind of public rule will emerge. Through com-
puter networks, individuals’ views and opinions can be solicited, registered, stored
and communicated, enabling direct democracy to be implemented not only at a
local level but nationally and even internationally. With ICTs, effective political
participation does not have to diminish with scale (Dahl and Tufte 1973). At all
levels, representation can be substituted by independent cyber citizens who act in
a responsible manner at the electronic agora, without any professional politician
acting as an intermediary and guardian (Ilshammar 1997).

Less radical proponents do not want to abolish the representative system
altogether, but combine it – ‘revitalize it’ – with direct elements. In Budge’s (1996)
vision there would still be an elected party-based government. This government
would put important bills and other political decisions to popular votes, just as it
does with legislative votes under representative democracy. The function of the
Net is to facilitate this running public referenda. Another possibility often referred
to is a more frequent use of advisory opinion polls, by way of new technology,
making sure that the parliament really knows what the people want. McLean
(1989), for example, argues that the new media can do much to make govern-
ments more responsive to the wishes of the public by linking members more
closely to their constituents.

Interactive democracy

While the most important participatory activity in the direct model of democracy
is tied to the moment of casting a vote into the ballot box, interactive democ-
racy pays more attention to public debate as a political tool. An interactive
democracy can be described as a group of citizens whose matters of common
concern are dealt with through ongoing discussions, debates and deliberations.
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The great value of the discussion is due to the fact that one believes that people
let themselves be convinced by rational argumentation. The primary driving force
of humans is personal autonomy, that is, a strife to realize the projects they
rate the highest, however the individuals’ perceived interests and wishes are
decided in the dialectic process of social interaction. The source of legitimacy is,
consequently, not the predetermined will of individuals, but rather the process of
its formation, that is, deliberation (Barber 1984; Bohman 1996; Elster 1998).

Similar to direct democracy, interactive democracy wants and indeed requires
active citizens. Real democracy is realized only to the extent that ordinary people
are given opportunities to carry on a dialogue and act on matters of common
interest. Unlike direct democracy that trusts that people would learn if we only
bring power to them, interactive democracy emphasizes the need to involve
people in discussion and deliberation processes. Following the proponents of this
model, it is an illusion to believe that qualified standpoints in complex societal
issues are ‘out there’ automatically and can be caught easily in polls or referen-
dums in accordance with the principle of majority (Fishkin 1991). Participation is
seen not only as a means to give people power, but also to provide education and
an opportunity to develop an opinion among fellow citizens. Whereas previously
the role of participation was mainly to make the representative system more
representative by active dialogue between politicians and citizens, today
much attention is paid to the benefits of horizontal communication among
citizens: when people discuss societal issues, a platform is created for respect, con-
fidence, tolerance and openness, crucial ingredients of an interactive democracy
(Friedland 1996). Following this line of reasoning, Barber (1984) recommends that
the capabilities of the new technology should be used to strengthen civic educa-
tion, guarantee equal access to information and tie individuals and institutions
into networks that will make real participatory discussion and debate possible.

In practice, this kind of interactivity could be facilitated in many different ways.
Schuler (1996) stresses in particular the possibility to create interactive informa-
tion systems that support information exchange and communication within a geo-
graphically defined area, known as community networks. Others emphasize the
possibility for communication within groups that need to bridge geographical dis-
tances, for example, parties and interest organizations (Gibson and Ward 1998).
A third group of authors stress the possibility to use ICTs in deliberative processes
among a representative sample of citizens (Etzioni 1972; Dahl 1989).

Indirect democracy

In the model of indirect democracy it is only the members of the political elite
who fully participate in the political process. This is because the ordinary citizen
is considered as being not that interested in politics or for that matter qualified to
participate. Instead, the basic idea is having several elites competing for citizens’
votes. Elections are about choosing leaders based on a general account of the pro-
grammes they represent. The elites must then have sufficient room to manoeuvre,
to revise and detail their political programmes. The ground for legitimacy is the
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accountability of the elites – the public in free elections should be able to decide
whom they want to govern their common affairs (Schumpeter 1976).

The new technology is not seriously considered to be able to have an influence
on the characteristics that make the representative system the best solution;
citizens will not be any wiser, nor less partial or more willing to really get into
political issues (Sartori 1987). Instead, the democratizing potential of the new
technology is regarded as being related to politicians’ possibilities to spread infor-
mation and gather support. The display of politics in the media is sometimes said
to have caused a crisis in political communication (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995)
and is often stated as the main reason for the growing distrust towards politicians
(Möller 2000). Today, politicians are given an opportunity to communicate directly
with citizens without interference from the media. In this way, the Internet
might make it easier for the representatives to justify their policy with restored
confidence.

When it comes to technical development, there are also hopes that citizens will
be able to make their electoral choices and predict the consequences of casting
their ballot more easily. Government websites can provide particularly effective
mechanisms for providing the public with detailed and comprehensive informa-
tion about the legislative procedures and activities, allowing public scrutiny of the
policy process and promoting the accountability of elected members to their
constituents (Norris 2000a). Moreover, the new technology is believed to have an
equalizing effect on parties, and intensify interparty competition. Since the cost of
starting a home page is quite low, small as well as large parties can be given the
opportunity to spread their messages and introduce themselves to the voters
(Gibson and Ward 1998). Competition strengthens indirect democracy since it
forces the parties to produce products that citizens really want. Table 5.1 sum-
marizes the underlying concepts of the three models of digital democracy.

Attitudes towards digital democracy

Many scholars have devoted attention to ICTs, and the literature provides a
broad range of ideas on how the Internet may revive democracy. But how do local
policy-makers relate and respond to these ideas? To influence policy choices, ideas
must reach and convince decision-makers whose roles include evaluating the overall
goals and tools of policy, initiating policy change and overseeing implementations
of new policies. We now examine (1) whether Swedish politicians in general are
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Table 5.1 Three models of digital democracy

Direct democracy Interactive democracy Indirect democracy

Aim Sovereignty/equality Autonomy Individual freedom
Ground for legitimacy Principle of majority Public debate Accountability
Citizens’ role Decision-maker Opinion former Voter
Mandate of the elected Bound Interactive Open
ICT-use focusing Decisions Discussion Information



optimistic or pessimistic about the democratic potential of the Internet, and
(2) which opportunities via the Internet they find attractive. The data is based
upon a survey questionnaire sent to the Swedish chairmen of the municipal
executive boards. The survey, conducted during the spring of 2000, was returned
by 80 per cent of the 289 chairmen.

Cyberoptimism or pessimism?

The debate on digital democracy has been a lively one, altering between ominous
pessimism and exuberant optimism. Cyberoptimists, as we have seen, express
hopes that the Internet may provide new opportunities for democracy as govern-
ments go online, facilitating communications between citizens and the state.
Cyberpessimists are more sceptical, suggesting that new technology cannot be
expected to transform existing power structures, make political decision-making
more transparent or revive public participation. The first question aims at
positioning the Swedish politicians along this optimism–pessimism continuum.
How do they view the democratic potential of the Internet and other computer
networks? (See Table 5.2.)

The conclusion to be drawn from Table 5.2, is that there is a general positive
opinion about the democratic potential of ICTs among the Swedish chairmen of
municipal executive boards. More than 80 per cent of the respondents agree that
the technology has the potential to enhance the quality of democracy today or in
the future. But even if the majority of politicians seems to be optimistic about the
possibilities of the new technology, this does not necessarily mean that they are
prepared to experiment with digital democracy. Concerns are often expressed
about the gap between technology haves and have-nots (the so-called ‘digital
divide’), and that digital democracy will exacerbate inequalities among citizens.
Tambini (1998) distinguishes two fundamentally different attitudes towards this
problem: conservative and radical. The conservative attitude implies that key
functions in the democratic process are kept offline in order not to treat unfairly
persons with no access to the new technology. Following this line of reasoning the
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Table 5.2 The politicians’ views on the democratic potential of ICTs

Percentage No. of politicians

New ICTs have the potential to enhance the quality of 28 62
local democracy even at this time

New ICTs are important new mediums that can 53 124
enhance the quality of local democracy in the long run

New ICTs can enhance the quality of local democracy 16 35
to some extent, but its alleged significance is exaggerated

New ICTs will not have any real significance for the 2 4
quality of local democracy

Total 99 225



Internet will not be allowed any greater importance until it is made available for
everyone on the same conditions. The alternative, the radical solution, implies
that you try to keep everything online regardless of whether everybody has access
to the medium or not. Democratization for a few is considered better than no
democratization at all. What are the Swedish politicians’ attitudes towards this
dilemma – are they radical or conservative? (See Table 5.3.)

In previous studies it has been shown that there is a strong awareness of the
limited nature of the audience among politicians. Many politicians interviewed
refer directly to the unrepresentative nature of the socio-economic profiles of
Internet users, frequently noting the inequalities involved in giving undue weight
to the information haves, at the expense of those without the means to access
technology (Åström 1999; Magarey 1999; Gidlund and Möller 1999). In the light
of these studies, the figures in Table 5.3 are quite surprising. Table 5.3 says that
almost 50 per cent of the Swedish chairmen of the municipal executive boards
do not think that unequal access among citizens give cause for a limited use of
ICTs in the democratic process. Of course, this radical view might be a reflection
of the rapid diffusion of computers and the Internet among citizens; as the elec-
torates constituents are relying more heavily on Internet communications, it
becomes more and more difficult for politicians not to use the Internet them-
selves. But the result also indicates that we are brought up against different inter-
pretations of the potential of the Net to create political equality. For those who
consider the activity on the Net to be a complementary addition to other politi-
cal activities and that gives former peripheral groups access to information and
political arenas, the technology does not need to be generally available for the
political landscape to be levelled out. For those who believe that the activities on
the Net threaten to further widen the existing gaps in society, the technology
should be available to everyone in order to experiment with digital democracy.

Following this line of reasoning, we can distinguish between politicians who
affiliate with the mobilization perspective within the literature and those who affiliate
with the reinforcement perspective (see Bellamy and Taylor 1998; Norris 2000b). The
concept of mobilization is based upon the assumption that the activity on the Net
represents a distinct form of political participation, which in several ways differs
from conventional activities, such as working in political parties or lobbying
against elected representatives. By facilitating participation and increasing
the availability of political information, the Net is considered to be able to reduce
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Table 5.3 Does unequal access among citizens give cause for
just a limited use of ICTs in the democratic process?

Percentage No. of politicians

Agree completely 11 25
Basically agree 40 89
Basically disagree 33 74
Disagree completely 15 33
Total 99 221



the imbalance of public social life. From the more sceptical reinforcement
perspective, technology is considered to be shaped by the already influential and
it also becomes a tool in the process by which power structures are reinforced.
This means that the social imbalance one can find in traditional political activi-
ties will be found on the Net as well.

So far the empirical studies of the social and political characteristics of net
activities tend to support the reinforcement theses. Those who are politically
active also use the Internet, and those who do not engage in politics, also do not
use the Internet (Norris 1999b; Martinsson 2001). However, politicians’ interpre-
tations of the democratic potential and ability of the technology to create politi-
cal equality can be assumed to be of importance when it comes to their will to
experiment with new methods and techniques based on ICTs. A pessimistic inter-
pretation of the technology in combination with a reinforcement perspective
would, if we are right, result in a lack of interest and a limited use of it, while a
general optimism combined with a mobilization perspective would result in
commitment and active initiatives. If we put these two issues in relation to one
another, we can thus create four categories of politicians: radical optimists, con-
servative optimists, radical pessimists and conservative pessimists. The pessimists,
as we can see in Table 5.4, clearly belong in the reinforcement camp, while the
optimists are split in two relatively equal groups. Also, it becomes evident that the
radical optimists constitute the largest category.

Direct, interactive or indirect democracy?

In order to get an idea of the political representatives’ course of ambition, they
were asked to show their attitudes towards five proposals that occur in the debate
on how to use ICTs in the democratic process. Could it be that some proposals to
use the new technology, more than others, are attractive to Swedish politicians?

For citizens to be able to make their choices at general elections, they need the
information that makes it possible to form an opinion of the parties and candi-
dates competing for their votes. Only if they can study political programmes and
form an opinion of how those in authority have been acting, will they be able to
make choices reflecting their political preferences. This kind of reasoning consti-
tutes the core of the indirect model of democracy. Information is a determining
factor when it comes to citizens being able to scrutinize those in authority and
hold them responsible for their actions, collectively as well as individually. This
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Table 5.4 Four categories of politicians (in percentage)

Mobilization Reinforcement Total percentage

Cyberoptimism Radical optimists 46 Conservative optimists 36 82
Cyberpessimism Radical pessimists 3 Conservative pessimists 15 18
Total percentage 49 51 100



kind of information may come, and most often does come, from several different
sources. Usually, information is provided through media, but sometimes also
through political campaigns and discussions with individual politicians. The local
government websites may be a complementary addition to these sources, not just
by providing the same information, but also by providing a more detailed and
easily accessible information, such as records from various meetings. The first
question aims at reflecting this accountability-enhancing aspect of Internet usage:
how do politicians view the proposal to publish online political records of the city
council and committees?

A further kind of information is that which may underlie political standpoints
and decisions. In order to make democracy more participatory, citizens must get
the chance to study the political issues before the decisions are made. This
argument constitutes an important part of the direct as well as the interactive
model of democracy. Access to decision data is not just considered a determining
factor when it comes to informed participants but for political commitment as
well. Earlier, the access to decision data was very limited. Today, an effective web-
site may offer extensive and detailed policy-relevant information and a chance to
study the most obscure and difficult propositions and reports. Our second ques-
tion is whether the Swedish politicians are willing to invite citizens to the political
process by publishing decision data on the Internet before city council and com-
mittee meetings take place.

The third question deals with the possibility of creating new public arenas
where citizens can participate in political discussions. The occurrence of such
arenas is particularly important in interactive democracy, which above all gains
legitimacy and stability out of active public dialogue: horizontally, so that citizens
can decide on their preferences, and vertically, so that citizens can express their
wishes “upwards” to parties and representatives. From this perspective, it is a
public concern to create these arenas, and they should be supported by public
means (Cohen 1997). The municipalities can, for instance, offer online discussion
forums and chat pages on their websites, and thereby try to encourage an active
citizenship, stimulate public debate and provide new channels to citizens in order
to make them more influential. What are the local politicians’ views on using
online discussion forums that include the public?

In the direct model of democracy it is not just considered important that citi-
zens get the opportunity of keeping up with politics and expressing their wishes
to those in authority, it is also considered important that they can do this without
being dependent on intermediate links. The Net can, from this point of view,
enable continuous online polls and create immediate electronic feedback from
voters to the elected (Bimber 1998). The use of opinion polls enables the repre-
sentatives to get an idea of the preferences of their voters in a way that makes
citizens less dependent on media, interest groups, parties and other intermediate
organizations for their participation. The question is whether politicians consider
it good or bad to conduct online polls in local issues of current interest?

Internet voting can be seen as a way of making the election procedure simpler,
more flexible and cheaper from the perspective of increasing participation in
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general elections and thereby strengthening the legitimacy of the representative
system. The disabled, the elderly, travellers and people under stress would not
have to go to a voting place to cast their votes. But Internet voting is also an
important part of the direct model of democracy, since this method, together
with a more well-informed and competent electorate, offers a chance of making
direct participation more frequent (Solop 2000). Finally, we query politicians’
attitudes towards conducting online referendums.

Table 5.5 summarizes politicians’ views on the different proposals for changing
democracy by using ICTs. The proposals are placed in order of preference;
the most favoured proposals are found on top of the table, and the least favoured
at the bottom. The results reveal that there is a majority of positive attitudes
towards four out of five proposals. Thus, the majority of the proposals for change
seem to appeal to most politicians. However, the number of positive opinions
becomes fewer when moving from proposals that concern dissemination of infor-
mation to proposals that concern two-way communication. It is also worth noting
that politicians’ opinions on the democratic potential of the Internet, and its
chance to create political equality, have an impact on the very issues that deal 
with communication. When it comes to the proposals that concern the dissemi-
nation of information, there are no big differences between the various categories
of politicians. They have, however, relatively different attitudes towards the
proposals that concern the discussion forums, public opinion surveys and Internet
voting.

The most attractive proposal when it comes to communication concerns the pos-
sibility to create a discussion forum on the Internet, which indicates that politicians
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Table 5.5 Attitudes towards a number of proposals for using ICTs in the democratic
process

Proposals Percentage of politicians favourably disposed to the proposal

Radical Conservative Radical Conservative All
optimists optimists pessimists pessimists

Publish political records online 91 91 83 88 91
(99) (79) (6) (33) (226)

Publish documents before 89 82 67 79 85
meetings online (102) (79) (6) (33) (228)

Use online discussion forums 89 75 50 39 76
(102) (77) (6) (31) (224)

Conduct online polls 78 57 50 38 65
(102) (76) (6) (32) (223)

Conduct online referendums 44 19 17 9 29
(99) (78) (6) (33) (222)

Note
The politicians could choose between the following alternatives when answering the questions: ‘a very
good proposal’, ‘a fairly good proposal’, ‘a neither good nor bad proposal’, ‘a rather bad proposal’, ‘a
very bad proposal’ and ‘no opinion’. The percentage favourably disposed refers to those whose
answers were ‘very good proposal’ or ‘a fairly good proposal’.



are more positive to proposals that lean towards interactive democracy, rather
than direct democracy. This impression is confirmed by the fact that the only
proposal that receives more negative votes than positive ones, is the proposal to
conduct popular votes on the Internet. To be sure, the issue of Internet voting has
been racing up the political agenda in Sweden, due to, among other things,
the declining participation in general elections. A parliamentary assembled
commission has proposed that Internet voting should be given a trial run (SOU
2000: 1), the majority of the political parties has claimed to be positive towards
Internet voting (Vision 01-02-04), and according to a recent public opinion
survey, 55 per cent of the voters would prefer the Internet to the traditional vot-
ing place if there was a choice (SCB 2001). But the proposal for more frequent
elections by conducting popular votes in specific factual issues, implies a more
pronounced ideological dimension, which is also suggested by the answers in
Table 5.5. A common view is that having more frequent voting between elections
runs the risk of making politics too populist. Numerous politicians might then not
risk making unpopular though important decisions with an election always at
hand. The fact that twice as many radical optimists as conservative optimists have
a positive attitude towards this, also suggests that the view on equality is particu-
larly important when it comes to electronic voting. This is not surprising, since
one of the most serious charges against Internet voting involves the question
about the discriminatory impact it may have for specific groups in the population.
According to Davis (1999), electronic voting, as a supplement to traditional
voting, would not disenfranchise others, but it would still disadvantage them 
vis-á-vis the more active. And exclusive Internet voting certainly shifts the bias
toward the middle and upper classes: the already politically active.

To sum up, it seems as if the ideas to develop democracy by using the Internet
have reached and convinced the Swedish chairmen of the municipal executive
boards. They are not just optimistic about the potential of the technology in order
to strengthen democracy, many of them are also positive towards the more par-
ticipatory orientated reform proposals. Only the proposal for conducting popular
votes on the Internet receives more negative votes than positive ones. It is now
time to study if politicians’ positive opinions about ICT are being put into action
on the local political arena. Is there a connection between word and deed,
between formal and active norms?

Assessing the online conditions

The most direct method of studying how local governments are using the Internet,
is a systematic examination of their Internet products, that is, their websites.
A content analysis of 289 Swedish local government websites was conducted dur-
ing January and February in the year 2001. Of course, this examination can only
provide a snapshot of websites at one point in time. The exercise needs to be
repeated in future years to monitor how far local government websites adapt to the
new technological developments. Also, we need to do more in-depth analysis of
sites. Still, this study can provide a first indication of how far the municipalities
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have gone when it comes to offering citizens information and possibilities for
interactive communication on their websites.

Today, all Swedish municipalities are represented on the Internet, but there are
wide variations in quality and activity. The first thing we examined was the
various information features that local government websites have online. More
precisely, we studied citizens’ possibilities to receive information in connection
with the meetings of the municipal council and the municipal executive board. It
was demanded that the municipality provide all information, and not only
selected parts thereof, both when it comes to minutes or other documents from
meetings. A greater insight presupposes that both parties in the communications
process are equal, that is, that the citizen has the possibility to get hold of the doc-
ument he or she wants from the municipal machinery.

From Figure 5.1 it becomes apparent that many local governments have put
online accountability-enhancing material such as minutes. Also, the vast majority
of sites provide the meeting schedules for municipal council (75 per cent) and
municipal executive board (65 per cent). Considerably fewer municipalities pres-
ent the issues that will be discussed during the next meeting on the Internet. One
can also note that it is more common to publish the agendas before the open
municipal council meetings (45 per cent) than before the closed municipal execu-
tive board meetings (32 per cent). In order to really give citizens a possibility to
study the issues on the agenda and encourage participation on equal conditions,
one has to climb further up on ‘the ladder of information’ (Bellamy and Raab
1999), by letting them study the documents that underlie decisions before the
decisions are made. Figure 5.2 shows that, today, only 4 per cent of the munici-
palities do this before the municipal council meetings, and 3 per cent do it before
municipal executive board meetings.

In our examination of the websites, we also looked for several key features within
each site that would facilitate the interactive connection between government and
citizens. The first of these features was email capability. Here we studied, among
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other things, whether a website visitor could email the chairman of the munici-
pal executive board. If a person can merely look at information on a government
website without being able to contact at least one politician, the potential for two-
way interaction is thwarted. On the majority of the websites this technology was
available; 75 per cent had the email address to the chairman of the municipal
executive board.

While email certainly is the easiest method of contact, there are other methods
that government websites can employ to facilitate democratic conversation. These
include opportunities for public participation in online polls, regular online discus-
sion forums and chat pages. These technologies were nowhere near as prevalent
as email; only 14 per cent of the websites offered discussion forums, 2 per cent
offered regular chat pages or recurrent chats with politicians and 5 per cent used
online polls. The access offered to the parties was somewhat limited as well. The
parties or their representatives were very seldom given the opportunity to com-
ment on the pursued policy or to present their own policy on the local
government websites, and only six out of ten municipalities facilitated citizens’
contacts with the parties by providing links to their own websites. Even if this, to
some extent, has to do with the fact that local parties do not have working web-
sites, these findings also suggest that local governments are not trying very hard
to use the Internet to promote interparty competition.

Although politicians have a positive attitude towards the opportunities offered
by the Internet, it is easy to conclude that they fail to exploit these opportunities
on their websites. For instance, 85 per cent of politicians claim to be positive
towards publishing documents on the Internet before meetings and 75 per cent
claim to be positive towards using discussion forums, as against only 4 and
14 per cent respectively of the municipalities. This means that there is an inter-
esting discrepancy between what politicians say they want and what they really
do. To analyze further this relationship we need to compare municipalities more
systematically. Experience shows that some organizations are not as open to new
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ideas as others. While some municipalities always tend to adopt them, others
allow themselves to be influenced only on rare occasions. There are wide
variations in openness, and there seems to be a pattern. This has been described
in terms of some municipalities being pioneers while others are followers or
standbys (Schmidt 1986), or that some municipalities are active while others are
passive (Henning 1996). The innovation research is, however, characterized by
considerable disagreement about the factors that have an influence on the ten-
dency to innovate. Factors found to be important for innovation in one study are
found to be considerably less important, not important at all or even inversely
important in another study (Downs and Mohr 1976: 700).

In the following step, we examine the relationship between the leading politi-
cians’ attitudes and the municipalities’ tendency to innovate. This is done with the
help of three indexes. The Information Index and the Communication Index
were each produced by summing the separate indicators in Figures 5.1 and 5.2,
and by standardizing the results to 100-point scales. The indicators of the two
indexes were then added together into an overall Total Score (see Table 5.6).

Earlier we made the assumption that politicians’ interpretations of the demo-
cratic potential and ability of technology to create political equality should be of
importance when it comes to their will to experiment with new methods and tech-
niques based on ICTs. We said that a pessimistic interpretation of the technology
in combination with a reinforcement perspective, probably would result in a lack
of interest and a limited use of it, while a general optimism combined with a
mobilization perspective probably would result in commitment and active initia-
tives. The results in Table 5.6 show that politicians’ attitudes towards new ICTs
hardly have any significance at all on the information provided and the opportu-
nities for interactive communication offered by the local governments. Local gov-
ernments in which the chairman of the executive board is a ‘conservative
pessimist’ provide websites that are almost as rich in information, and give almost
as many opportunities for interactive communication, as those that have a ‘radi-
cal optimist’ as chairman. While we are not controlling for any municipal-specific
factors, the result must be treated with some caution, but the result undeniably
confirms the impression that there is a great difference between what politicians
claim they are aiming at, and what they actually do.
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Table 5.6 Local government websites and attitudes towards digital democracy

Mean Mean Mean Number of
information communication total municipalities
index index score

All 46 31 38 289
Radical optimists 49 34 40 97
Conservative optimists 45 30 37 79
Radical pessimists 42 33 37 6
Conservative pessimists 47 30 37 32



Conclusions

In this chapter we have examined the relationship among ideas, intentions and
initiatives in the process of wiring Swedish local governments. We started off by
reviewing some of the normative theoretical arguments in favour of digital
democracy, and by examining how the Swedish chairmen of municipal executive
boards relate to these new ideas. We found, on the whole, optimistic views and
positive attitudes not only to the proposals supporting the indirect model of
democracy, but also to proposals aiming at developing more participatory forms
of democracy. The most significant finding, however, came up in the third part of
the chapter and concerns the lack of causality between politicians’ expressed
intentions and the local government initiatives.

In light of the four basic scenarios listed in the introduction of this volume, only
a few local governments have tried to develop a new mode of democracy in which
different components of indirect, direct and interactive democracy are combined
to create a more open, participative and responsive polity at the local level. Two
good examples of this is the use of online referendums in the cities of Kalix and
Nyköping as the basis of local decision-making on some important issues. Other
examples include more interactive, or deliberative, forms of participation as in
Bollnäs and Älvsjö. Digital democracy activities in these cities contain a number
of innovations in the democratic procedures, for example, open dialogue forums,
citizen panels, video broadcasting from the council and opportunities for citizen
proposals. As the analysis shows, most local governments do, however, use the
Internet for modernization rather than radical regeneration. Although politicians
have a positive attitude towards the interactive opportunities offered by the
Internet, it is easy to conclude that they fail to exploit these opportunities on their
websites. Instead the websites serve as information archives for the press and
public, and email may sometimes function as a replacement for telephone or
postal queries.

The stability of political forms demonstrates the importance of an institutional
perspective in a terrain that remains dominated by the assumption that informa-
tion technology determines structure. At the core of the so-called new institu-
tionalism is the notion that institutions do not necessarily change due to a
changing technological environment, or that preferences alone shape politics.
Institutional theories provide accounts of the constraints that institutions impose
on action. Following the institutionalist line of reasoning, the effects of the
Internet on government will be played out in unexpected ways, profoundly influ-
enced by organizational, political and institutional logic. Technologies themselves
influence choice, but the relationship is indirect, sometimes subtle, and exercised
in combination with other economic, cultural, political and social influences. This
is why the Internet does not always lead to institutional transformation but
sometimes is enacted to strengthen the status quo (Fountain 2001). Even if this
chapter is not the place to discuss the whole range of factors that might influence
how local governments shape new ICTs it is possible to outline a few characteris-
tic features of the Swedish local ICT policy that might be of importance for the
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discrepancy between politicians’ expressed intentions and local government
initiatives.

First, it seems like the municipalities have entered the world of new technology
almost without any predefined, explicit strategies. The most manifest evidence of
this is that only 20 per cent of the municipalities have agreed on a policy on ICT
and democracy (Kommunaktuellt 2000: no. 16). This, and claims from spokes-
men of the municipalities that there has been some resistance within the organi-
zations towards the implementation of the new ICTs, imply that new technology
is still not a very well-integrated part of the municipalities’ activities. In many
cases, the initiative to adopt new ICTs comes from individuals without any prior
discussions within the organization, mainly as a result of other municipalities’
adoption of websites as well as the general public rhetoric on the information
society. Consequently, decision-making proceeds by successive limited comparison
and learning by trial-and-error. This achieves simplification through limiting the
number of alternatives considered to those that differ in small degrees from exist-
ing policies.

Second, it is evident that politicians’ access to and knowledge of the Internet
have received scant attention. It is rather common that politicians themselves, and
laymen politicians in particular, do not have access to the basic requirement
(computer, email and the Internet) that are necessary in order to take an active
part in the political activities on the Net (Ranerup 1999). If ICT is to be used to
a greater extent in the democratic processes, it is, however, necessary that politi-
cians generally have the ICT easily accessible in their political work. This means
that politicians need to not only decide upon communication strategies, but also
to decide whether to give themselves hardware and software, as well as the expert-
ise to connect to and use the Internet in the ways suggested by these strategies
(Zittel 1999). So far, few municipalities seem to have accepted this challenge; only
10 per cent of the municipalities offer home computers to their politicians, and
usually this offer only applies to members of the municipal executive board and
its working committee (Kommunaktuellt 2000: no. 16).

A third distinctive trait of the local ICT policies is that the power of social pro-
duction lies within the bureaucracy. Instead of moving the development forward,
politicians have relied on ICT experts to create solutions. This means that the
municipalities’ Internet usage, to a great extent, is dependent on the fact that
there are motivated actors within the organization, who have the will and ability
to organize ideas and activities so that the process can be driven forward
(Wihlborg 2000). Municipal officers often have an active interest in using the
advantages of the new media, but at the same time they also find it difficult to
develop new democracy functions if they do not have politicians’ active consent;
with the result that the same functions as earlier are conveyed, but on the Net, and
that ICTs in themselves become the solution to the problems of democracy.

On the basis of these characteristic features of the Swedish local ICT policy, it
is possible to argue that the loose connection between politicians’ attitudes and the
municipalities’ web activities, at least partly, might be due to the fact that (a) politi-
cians have not yet set up a distinct policy on how to use the new technology within
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the municipality; (b) that there is still no working ICT support for elected
politicians and (c) that the development of digital democracy is driven more by
municipal officers than by politicians. This does not, however, mean that it should
be only a matter of time for digital democracy to arrive. It is also possible that
local ICT policies rest on symbolic or image-reasons rather than rational deci-
sion-making. The current interest in reforming democracy in Sweden as well as
the general Internet hype indicates that there is certain pressure by the institu-
tional environment to incorporate modern and legitimate ideas about digital
democracy. Local governments are more or less forced to adapt to the new tech-
nological environment with regard to its profile, legitimacy and identity in rela-
tion to other organizations and their citizens. This does not, however, mean that
there is always a true desire to bring in citizens and give them opportunities to
participate in decision-making processes. If local governments use ICTs for
image-reasons and not in the first place to expand and make easier communica-
tion between citizens and politicians, ideas will stay ‘disengaged’ and not have any
real impact on the organizations’ activities (Brunsson 1989; Rövik 1998).

The discrepancy between what politicians claim they are aiming at and what
they actually do certainly leaves questions to be dealt with in future research:
What are the mechanisms translating technological change into political change?
How do media and media changes relate to political change and different concepts
of democracy? How does the Internet affect culture and practices? To answer
these questions we need to examine in-depth why the technology is translated, how
it is translated and by whom. Above all, it seems important to link ideas more
closely to institutions for political innovations are often blocked or hampered by the
present political institutions, which are orientated towards and structured accord-
ing to a different political public. There is a time lag between the new developing
public, which tries to reorganize institutions, and the present public that has
formed the present institutions. This tension between stability and change makes
the future role of ICTs with regard to democracy an open question.
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6 Cyber-campaigning grows up
A comparative content analysis of
websites for US Senate and
gubernatorial races, 1998–2000

Jennifer D. Greer and Mark E. LaPointe

Introduction

This chapter focuses on one of the key supports of representative democracy –
current and prospective elected representatives. Specifically, we examine individual
candidates’ use of the new information and communication technologies (ICTs)
in the race for state executive and national legislative office in the United States.
While politicians are vital parts of the representative institutions they serve,
during their battles for voter sympathy one might expect them to opt for more
individualistic and direct channels of communication with the electorate. This
may especially be the case in the United States with its more candidate-centered
form of election campaigning and governance. Such a system offers a more flex-
ible and diverse platform for candidates to experiment and innovate in how to
engage voters. The goal of this chapter is to assess how far candidates’ use of web
communication during the 1998 and 2000 US Senate and gubernatorial elections
actually reflected these more direct and experimental possibilities. Specifically, did
candidates tend to follow offline campaign trends and adopt a largely symbolic
and image-based message that took an attacking stance toward opponents? Or,
did they opt for more participatory features and seek to present policy-rich infor-
mation in positive and inviting ways? We also ask whether the communication
style on the sites changed very much between the two election cycles. And finally,
we assess the role of various structural factors, such as the level of office sought,
and individual characteristics of the candidate, such as gender or incumbency
status, in influencing candidates’ online communication style. In addressing these
questions, the chapter presents an alternative perspective on the response of exec-
utive and legislative institutions to the challenge of new ICTs from that offered by
Catherine Needham and Thomas Zittel in Chapters 3 and 4 in this volume.
While their work revealed these bodies as a whole to be cautious in increasing
their openness and public access via new ICTs, it might be that the elected
individuals comprising them take a somewhat bolder stance.

The Internet was first used by US presidential candidates in 1992 (Davis and
Owen 1998), although according to most accounts, 1996 marked the real begin-
nings of cyberpolitics with most major and minor party presidential candidates
establishing sites in that year. Two years later, media observers were calling the



1998 election “the most wired in history” (Miller and Schrader 1998: A1). Indeed,
D’Alessio (2000) found that 43 percent of the 1,296 US Senate, House of
Representatives, and gubernatorial candidates had established websites in 1998,
up from 18.7 percent in 1996. The website put up by former wrestler Jesse
Ventura in his bid for the governorship of Minnesota in particular, gained head-
lines for its simple text-based approach. The site was credited with generating a
strong surge of support from younger voters and securing his surprise victory
(Fineman 1999). Overall, however, cyber-campaigning was not expected to make
a widespread impact on real-world politics until at least the 2000 electoral cycle,
when people were predicted to become more familiar with the Internet as a mass
medium (Corrado 1996). Some rather less-optimistic verdicts on the impact of
cyber-campaigning were also delivered during this period. One congressional
campaign manager, for instance, lamented in 1996 that his site had been visited
just 26 times, and that half of those visits were by the candidate checking on the
number of hits (Dulio et al. 1999). During the 1990s, therefore, the web was
generally seen as having exhibited more potential than impact as a campaign tool
( Just 1997: 100).

By 2000, almost every contender for a major office in the United States had a
campaign-specific website, as did contenders for most minor offices. Anecdotes at
all levels of politics suggested that sites were becoming an integral part of cam-
paigns. The day after Republican presidential candidate John McCain’s decisive
win in the New Hampshire primary, $415,000 reportedly poured into his cam-
paign via his site, up sharply from the $10,000 daily trickle into the site prior to
the victory (Kornblut and Abraham 2000). Within a week, it was estimated that
the site had raised 2 million dollars and recruited 22,000 new volunteers
(Birnbaum 2000). Signs of the Internet’s significance also emerged at the local
level in the race for mayor in Snellville, Georgia in 2000. Challenger Brett Harrell
credited his site with bringing in 500 votes, a yield that allowed him to unseat the
26-year incumbent. Harrell commented afterward, “I think there will not
be another election – local to the White House – that won’t be affected by the
Internet” (Shelton 2000: 1JJ). The popular press noted a distinct change in candi-
dates’ orientation toward the Internet as news media prepared for elections in
2000. “E-campaigning has gone from a novelty to a necessity in less than a year . . .
The Internet is fast becoming a Virtual New Hampshire: a quirky but pivotal
place where campaigns are launched or scuttled” (Fineman 1999: 50). Evidence
of this growing commitment can be seen in terms of the financial resources being
channeled toward online campaigning. In the lead-up to the 2000 presidential
election, contenders from the major parties had full-time web teams and consult-
ants, and at least 16 percent of the sites for all congressional and gubernatorial
campaigns in 1998 were run by professional consultants (McManus 1999a). By
late 1999, Campaigns & Elections magazine listed about thirty companies specializ-
ing in online politics and political websites were estimated to be a $2.5 billion
a year industry (McManus 1999b: 76).

US Internet users, on the whole, treated candidates’ sites with a modicum of
interest. While almost one in five or 18 percent of Americans used the Internet
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for campaign news in 2000 (a dramatic rise from the 4 percent who did so in
1996) only 8 percent of online users visited a candidate or campaign site. This
compares with just over half of online campaign-news users relying on the online
versions of traditional news outlets (Pew Research Center 2000). In addition,
when asked about the value of the experience, only a third of those who visited
campaign sites rated them as “very useful,” compared to the 57 percent of online
news users who gave CNN.com this high rating (Pew Research Center 2000). This
rather muted reception led one commentator to point out, “Despite considerable
hype, perhaps the Internet has yet to become a player on par with TV” (Lynch
2001: 24). Certainly visitors to campaign sites may have been turned off by what
some analysts have termed “cyber-fluff ” (Greer and LaPointe 1999) and
“brochureware” (Miller and Schrader 1998: A1) masquerading as content. Sites
were generally seen as thin on content and interactivity and offering little more
than glossy photographs and rosy biographies of candidates and their families
(Kamarck 1998).

The question being investigated in this chapter is how far such impressions are
justified. Are sites really stuck in existing and largely static forms of campaigning
or have candidates begun to exploit the web’s dynamic and interactive capabili-
ties? In addition, if changes are taking place, how can we explain them? Is it sim-
ply a function of time, or a particular party taking the lead? To answer these
questions we conduct a systematic content analysis of Senate and gubernatorial
candidates’ websites in 1998 and 2000. Specifically we focus on three main
aspects of website content:

� To what extent are candidates infusing their sites with a wider variety of
information graphics and interactivity as the web evolves?

� Do candidates offer positive or negative messages on their sites and how far
they emphasize image-oriented messages versus issue-oriented politics?

� To what extent are those variables that play a role in traditional campaign
communication, such as gender and party and candidate standing, also
related to these features of online communication?

This study investigates these topics by examining the content and communication
style of campaign sites in two recent US election cycles for two distinct levels of
office: state gubernatorial and federal Senate races in 1998 and 2000. In doing so,
this chapter moves forward the study of cyber-campaigning in a number of ways.
First, it adds a longitudinal component to such analyses; to date, most analyses
have examined sites for one type of candidate in one election cycle (Epstein 1996;
Klotz 1998; Greer and LaPointe 1999). In addition, comparative analyses of can-
didates’ and parties’ campaign sites have focused on the content and overall
design of the sites rather than their general tone or style of communication. In
systematically examining the tone of the messages being delivered on the sites, we
can more rigorously investigate the idea that the web serves as a less hostile and
more positively oriented forum for political campaigning.
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In examining these questions, the chapter can also address broader debates in
the literature about the transformation taking place in political campaigning in
what has been termed the postmodern (Norris 2000) or professionalized era
(Gibson and Römmele 2001) that began to emerge in the United States in 1988
(Farrell and Webb 2000). As these authors have pointed out, previous shifts in
campaign eras, namely from the premodern to the modern, have been intimately
linked with changes in communication technology. While newspapers were tied to
the premodern campaign era, television ushered in the modern era. The arrival
of the Internet and other new digital means of communication are now leading
to a fresh set of possibilities and challenges for political actors. These new tech-
nologies are producing a fragmentation, proliferation, and blurring of informa-
tion and entertainment sources and a 24-hour news cycle. As such, campaign
communications are increasingly marked by narrowcasting and adapting
messages to the audience (Farrell and Webb 2000). “Such trends,” as Norris
points out, lead to a “postmodern conceptualization [that] sees politicians as
essentially lagging behind technological and economic changes and running hard
just to stay in place by adopting the techniques of political marketing in the strug-
gle to cope with the more complex news environment” (Norris 2000: 149).

Inevitably, therefore, the postmodern era has seen an increasing role for
professional media advisors, advertising, and polling, and a heightened emphasis
on “spin” and image. Such trends are clearly observable in the American “candidate-
centered” context, which has significantly fewer limitations on how to campaign
than other countries (Farrell and Webb 2000: 108). However, as Norris (2000) has
argued, the “new channels of communication also allow for greater interactivity
between voters and politicians” akin to that which characterized the premodern
era (p. 140). This is a point echoed by Wring and Horrocks (2001), who argue that
while the new media may fragment and distil the political process into sound
bites, it also presents the chance to encourage more interactive citizen practices
(pp. 191–200). Thus, in examining the questions regarding candidates’ emphasis
on style versus substance and negative campaigning, we can address some of
these broader questions about the direction that postmodern campaigning is
taking under the influence of the Internet.

Campaigning online: the story so far

Empirical studies of campaign websites

Although virtually all parties across the world had established websites by 2002,
they have probably been used most intensively for campaigning in the United
States (Farrell and Webb 2000: 111). Such exploitation has no doubt followed
from the fact that the US, along with the Scandinavian democracies have led the
way in terms of public access and use of the net with rates of 59 percent and
higher as of late 2002 (NUA 2002).

Early analysis of US election sites revealed that for the most part, candidates were
content to simply migrate their offline publicity material to the online environment.
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Websites were filled with speeches and position papers. Homepages for the 1996
US Senate elections typically included a photo of the candidate, biographical
information, a position statement, and contact information – the traditional fare
for campaign information (Meadow 1989; Bryant 1995; Johnson-Cartee and
Copeland 1997). A few sites in 1996 featured virtual postcards, screen savers,
video clips, and trivia, however, most were fairly unadventurous (Epstein 1996;
Hall 1997; Klotz 1997). Presidential sites in 1996 were equally predictable (Reavy
and Perlmutter 1996). McKeown and Plowman (1998) concluded that while the
Dole and Clinton sites in 1996 allowed the candidates to provide more in-depth
information than they were able to convey on television, neither candidate was
effective in using the technology to increase interactivity with voters.

The picture did not appear much different in 1998. While Davis and Owen
(1998) did note that a few sites used the interactive nature of the medium to solicit
opinion, collect money, and identify supporters, most studies pointed to a less than
aggressive use of the participatory features of the Net. LaPointe (1999) found that
standard campaign information and photographs dominated Senate websites in
the 1998 election. This pattern was replicated on gubernatorial candidates’ sites
in 1998 with interaction outside of E-mail being sporadic (Greer and LaPointe
1999). Kamarck’s study of sites for US Senate, House, and governors’ races in the
1998 elections underscored this picture of websites as static electronic brochures,
where “pictures of the family, text of speeches and issue papers are all standard
fare . . . Many campaign sites seek to get you to volunteer or contribute money –
although few allow you to volunteer in cyberspace or make campaign contribu-
tions over the Web” (Kamarck 1998: B4). Dulio et al. (1999) found that while
73 percent of congressional candidates in 1998 solicited contributions on their
sites, just less than one-third of that group allowed visitors to make contributions
online. Others simply gave out a campaign address or asked for contributors to
enter their addresses. Finally, questionnaire data collected by Faucheux from 270
candidates in local, state, and federal elections in 1998 revealed that while nearly
all campaigns (97 percent) reported biographical information on their sites and
90 percent reported policy positions, just over half (52 percent) reported offering
opportunities for any feedback. Faucheux remained hopeful, however, that “more
creative Internet strategies will be hatched and more ‘bells and whistles’ will be
explored and employed over time” (Faucheux 1998: 25).

Overall, in terms of the sheer volume of websites, more US candidates used
the web in the 2000 elections. Kamarck (2002) found that although website use
by gubernatorial candidates did not increase between the two election cycles, use
by Senate candidates increased slightly and among House of Representatives’
candidates, use of the web nearly doubled, from 35 to 66 percent. Kamarck also
found that by 2000 more incumbents were using websites in their campaigns and
candidates in very competitive races were more likely to use the Internet as a
campaign tool. In 2000, a survey by Netelection.org found that 78 percent of
incumbent congressional candidates in competitive districts established sites,
compared with 50 percent in secure districts (Lynch 2001).

Analyses of US election sites after 1998 did suggest some areas of content
improvement among presidential candidates. The Democratic nominee for
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president in 2000, Al Gore, developed an interactive children’s area and live
streaming of his Nashville headquarters via a webcam. The site also featured
downloadable computer wallpaper with the Gore logo, an interactive information
generator on states’ voter registration rules, and a place where visitors could
create their own issue-oriented web page (Fineman 1999; Tillett 2000). Online
fundraising also attracted more attention in 2000. Kamarck (2002) reports that
the majority of major party candidates were using their websites for fundraising.
This was no doubt due to the fact that a year earlier the US Federal Elections
Commission decided online credit-card donations were eligible for matching fed-
eral funds. This was a “very important symbol . . . that legitimizes the Web as a
real part of American politics” (von Sternberg 1999: 6A).

While some work has been done on tone or style of the political message being
delivered by candidate sites in the United States, this aspect of online campaign-
ing has not been investigated as frequently and in as much depth as the functional
aspects discussed here. What evidence has been collected has concentrated on the
use of negative campaigning and has shown the web to be something of a neu-
tral to upbeat zone. Klotz (1997), for instance, found that only seventeen of fifty
US Senate candidates mentioned their opponent in an unfavorable light on their
sites in 1996. Other studies have shown that both Senate and gubernatorial can-
didates in 1998 had highly positive homepages and saved the rare attack for pages
deep within the sites (Kamarck 1998; LaPointe 1999; Greer and LaPointe 1999).

Finally, as well as building a picture of what is being offered by candidates on
the web, a very limited amount of work has been done to identify the individual
and environmental factors that may determine the differences discovered in site
content and communication style. Gender differences, for instance, have been
observed as important for online campaign style. Women candidates in the US
Senate races of 2000 were found to have used a greater percentage of the web’s
interactive capabilities than male candidates (Puopolo 2001). Incumbency has
been found to be an important factor in shaping website content. LaPointe (1999)
found that Senate incumbents had significantly more interactive sites and were
significantly more positive in their message than challengers. This is not too
surprising since as Fenno has pointed out, office holders need to establish a posi-
tive reputation for their on-the-job performance (Fenno 1996). However, research
has shown also that congressional and gubernatorial incumbents were also more
likely to rely on official government sites instead of putting up their own cam-
paign sites (Klotz 1998; D’Alessio 2000). Incumbents in jeopardy, however,
proved to be more likely to establish an independent website (Kamarck 1998).

Party has also been argued to influence online campaign communication since
minor parties and independents may see the web as a way to combat the “freezing
out” they receive from the traditional media (Gibson and Ward 1998). Recent
research by Gibson et al. (2003) on the German party system has also lent support
to the idea that parties’ primary goals (i.e. vote maximization, office seeking, etc.)
may play a role in determining how far they emphasize the participatory features of
the web as opposed to its electioneering and information-provision capabilities. In
the United States, Republican sites were found to outperform Democrats in 1996,
in terms of the information offered on candidate’s policy stances, and facilities for
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making financial contributions as well as signing up for mailing lists (Tedesco et al.
1999). D’Alessio (2000) later found Democrats to be slower adopters than
Republicans in US House, Senate, and gubernatorial contests. Analysis of the
2000 Senate races in the United States, however, showed that 61 percent of
Democrats’ sites had a mission statement, compared to 47 percent of Republican
sites. Democrats were also found to be more likely to discuss education than
Republicans, but Republicans were more “web savvy,” because they were more
likely to include volunteer options, voter registration information, a market place,
audio, video, motion graphics, links, pop-up features, and several other features
(Puopolo 2001). Major party candidates were also found to be more likely than
minor party candidates to use the Internet as a campaign tool. Most minor party
candidates’ sites are basic and tend to be associated with the Reform Party,
Libertarian Party, or the Green Party (Kamarck 2002).

This review makes it clear that cyber-campaigning and our understanding of
it is evolving. There is evidence of innovation but also of a bias toward controlled
dissemination of information, rather than more radical strategies to promote
participation. The primary goal of this chapter is to investigate these impressions
through systematic empirical analysis of Senate and gubernatorial candidates’
websites in the 1998 and 2000 elections. The sites are content analyzed with
regard to the information, graphics, and interactivity that they contain as well as
their overall tone in terms of attacks on opponents. The differences that emerge
are then explored with a range of variables that have been associated with
variance in offline campaigning such as candidates’ gender, outsider status, and
party affiliation, in addition to election year (1998 versus 2000) and type of
office sought. The findings are then discussed in terms of what they reveal
about the overall direction in which candidates’ sites are moving, and finally
what those changes say about the move toward a more postmodern style of
campaigning.

Data and methods

The population studied in this research is gubernatorial and Senate candidates’
websites in the 1998 and 2000 US elections. In 1998, gubernatorial races were
ongoing in thirty-five states, and Senate races were being fought in thirty-four
states. In 2000, thirteen states were choosing a governor, and thirty-four Senate
seats were up for grabs. The campaign websites were found from state-by-state
listings published online by Politics One (www.politics1.com) and Election Net
(www.electnet.org). In addition, the Yahoo Internet directory (www.yahoo.com),
the Excite search engine (www.excite.com), and, in 2000, the Google search
engine (www.google.com) were used to find any other campaign sites the directo-
ries might not have included. Any candidate having a homepage on the web,
whether sponsored by the campaign or the candidate’s party, was included in this
study. Candidates who had web pages but had lost their party primary were
excluded unless they continued to run as an independent for another party
after the primary. Incumbents that had only a government-sponsored site as

122 Jennifer D. Greer and Mark E. LaPointe



their web presence were also included. The web sources consulted proved very
comprehensive with only four sites added to the dataset that were not found using
the directories.

In terms of research design, Senate and gubernatorial candidates’ sites were
examined for several reasons. First, there are relatively few studies of them, with
most US analysts tending to look mainly at presidential sites. Second, Senate and
gubernatorial contests provide a large number of sites for analysis but not so
many that the entire population cannot be studied. Finally, because these contests
are alike in a number of key ways – both have statewide constituencies, require
large budgets, and attract candidates at about the same stage in their political
careers – it is possible, following the most similar systems design logic, to pool the
data and create a larger sample, from which the impact of the varying political
and demographic influences can be more readily detected.

Methodologically, following the practice of previous studies of parties online,
coders collected basic website data on the presence or absence of certain types of
information items (i.e. candidate biography, stand on issues, constituent help),
types of visual elements (pictures, video, animation), and interactive features (i.e.
E-mail address, guestbook, bulletin board). If the items were present, the website
scored one and if absent zero was assigned. The number of items present within
each category was then summed to create total information, graphical element,
and interactivity scores for each candidate (further information on the items
scored can be seen in Tables 6.1–6.4 in the results section). Higher numbers on
each score indicated that more of the types of information, graphical elements,
and interactivity were present.

In addition to types of content available, researchers examined the focus and
tone of the sites. Only the first page of the site was examined for these variables
because homepages mark the entry to the sites. Also, examining the entire con-
tent of the site for focus and tone would have proven prohibitive. Focus was meas-
ured by a seven-point scale whereby “1” indicated a homepage devoted solely to
candidate image and “7” was selected for a homepage devoted solely to campaign
issues. A score of “4” represented a mixed image/issue focus. Tone of the site was
measured by a five-point scale whereby “1” indicated a homepage that was
100 percent positive and “5”, one that was 100 percent negative. A score of “3”
represented an even mix of positive and negative. A neutral option was included
(e.g. for sites that only had a directory on the homepage), however, no sites were
found to be neutral in tone. Attacking was measured on a seven-point scale with
‘1’ indicating no attacking present on the homepage and “7” indicating the entire
homepage was devoted to attacking. The attacking measure was designed to
measure a narrow subset of negative communication beyond that measure by the
tone variable. Specifically, negative communication referred to content that was
directly aimed at attacking another candidate or party. Unlike the content meas-
ures, therefore, these measures of style and tone were assigned according to
coders overall judgment of a site, rather than counts of items present or absent.
In order to ensure coder consistency, two different sets of trained coders exam-
ined the sites in each election. Their scores were fairly consistent on the tone
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measures, with intercoder reliability averaging 84.7 percent. This was slightly
lower than the overall reliability for the entire instrument (see later).

Finally, data was collected about candidates including gender, party affiliation,
and candidate standing (challenger or incumbent). Type of site used by the
candidate also was noted. Some candidates were incumbents and only used their
official governmental site. Others, typically minor party candidates, had only a
page or a brief mention on a party site, while other candidates’ only web presence
was on a business, citizens group, or other type of site. Sites specifically focused
on one candidate’s bid for a given office were coded as candidate-specific election
sites.

Data was collected from the Monday to the Sunday immediately preceding the
Tuesday general elections in each election cycle (from October 26 until November 1
in 1998 and from October 30 to November 5 in 2000). This time frame was
chosen because, as Election Day nears, candidates and campaign communicators
are most engaged in trying to win votes (Fenno 1996). Candidates establishing
sites, therefore, would have to have done so by this time. Sites not accessible
during the first check were rechecked up to the Sunday before the election. If still
not accessible on that day, demographic information on the candidates was
collected using the Politics One site but site information was recorded as missing
data. In 1998, 129 sites were identified for active gubernatorial candidates and 93
for Senate candidates (222 sites analyzed in total). In 2000, 46 sites for guberna-
torial candidates were identified and 125 for Senate races were found (171 in all).
In total, 393 sites were analyzed. In both years, two coders collected data, with
10 percent of the sites coded by both coders. Intercoder reliability for the entire
coding instrument (i.e. both content and tone measures) on the 40 sites ranged
from 74.3 to 98.1 percent for an average of 91.3 percent.

Findings

First, descriptive statistics are presented about the sites across the two time periods
being studied, based on the characteristics of the candidates running them in
terms of office sought, gender, party, and incumbency status. Then, the content
and tone of the 393 sites are discussed and compared by election year and finally,
we present a more rigorous statistical analysis that examines the impact of
election year on site content and tone, along with other important candidate and
election variables.

Overall profile of websites

The distribution of sites according to individual candidate characteristics is
reported in Table 6.1, according to year. Overall, there were more senatorial sites
than gubernatorial, reflecting the fact that the former outnumbered the latter in
total number of races during the period studied. In terms of demographics, web-
sites were much more likely to be run by male candidates than female in both
election years. Again this was reflective of the overall campaign environment,
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rather than any inherent bias in the technology since major parties put forward
only eleven female nominees in the races for Senate or governor in 2000. Indeed,
our findings show that ten of those eleven nominees ran websites indicating that
women candidates actually had a highly proactive stance toward cyber-
campaigning. Most sites were candidate-specific campaign sites, rather than
official government sites or party sites, particularly by 2000. In terms of party,
Republicans and Democrats operated most sites, but a significant number of
minor party and independent candidates also ran sites in both election years. In
addition, almost half of the sites that were put up belonged to candidates who
had never held any elective office, indicating outsiders were keen to use the
medium. Finally, websites were more common in those races where an incumbent
was running compared with those vying for an open seat. This distribution can
also be seen to reflect offline campaign dynamics to a large degree in that
Senate and gubernatorial races with incumbents outweighed open races by a
factor of about four to one in 1998 and 2000.

After examining the distribution of the sites in terms of their “background”
features, the sites were then scrutinized in terms of their content and overall style.
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Table 6.1 Distribution of Senate and gubernatorial sites in the 1998 and 2000 elections
according to selected election and candidate-specific variables

Background variable 1998 2000 Total

Office sought
Senator 93 (41.9) 125 (73.1) 218
Governor 129 (58.1) 46 (29.9) 175

Gender
Male 189 (85.1) 149 (87.1) 338
Female 33 (14.9) 22 (12.9) 55

Type of site
Govt. 20 (9.0) 9 (5.3) 29
Party 31 (14.0) 7 (4.1) 38
Candidate 155 (70.1) 151 (88.8) 306
Other 15 (6.8) 3 (1.3) 18

Party
Republican 67 (30.2) 49 (28.1) 115
Democrat 68 (30.6) 43 (25.1) 111
Minor/independent 87 (39.2) 80 (46.8) 167

Standing
Insider 118 (53.2) 85 (49.7) 203
Outsider 104 (46.8) 86 (50.3) 190

Race type
Open 56 (25.2) 49 (28.7) 105
Incumbent running 166 (74.8) 122 (71.3) 288

Total for election cycle 222 171 393

Notes
Figures are raw ‘n’ followed by percentages in parentheses. Percentages are calculated from the column
totals for each variable by year. For example, in 1998, 41.9 percent of the sites analyzed were those of
Senate candidates and 58.1 percent those of gubernatorial candidates.



Information dissemination, graphics, and interactivity

Information was measured using a 0–11 scale, in which candidates scored one
point for each information item present on their sites. While every site scored at
least 1, no site scored maximum points, and only two sites scored 10. On average,
candidates scored 5. The range of information presented increased significantly
from 1998, when candidates scored an average of 4.2, to 2000, when this rose to
6.3, a statistically significant increase (t � 11.74, df � 384, p � 0.001).

As Table 6.2 also shows, the emphasis on graphics rose between the two
election cycles. Within a range of 0–3, the average graphical element score
increased from 1.5 in 1998 to 1.9 in 2000, a jump that proved statistically signifi-
cant (t � 4.89, df � 386, p � 0.001). Finally, for interactivity, sites were awarded 
1 point for each of 12 elements coded. As many as 36 sites scored 0 points on this
index, offering no interactivity at all, not even an E-mail address. The two most
interactive sites scored 10, while the average score was a low 2.8. As with the pre-
vious content areas, interactivity showed a significant increase between 1998,
when sites had an average score of 2.0, and 2000, when sites averaged 4.0 
(t � 9.99, df � 3.84, p � 0.001).

Focus and tone of homepages

Complementing the analysis of content were our measures of the focus and tone
of the site’s homepage. As Table 6.2 shows, sites were evenly balanced between
complete focus on image (1) and on issue (7) with a mean score of 4.0 for all 383
sites. Overall, 73 sites (18.6 percent) were considered entirely image-oriented and
17 (4.3 percent) entirely issue-oriented. Interestingly, sites did become significantly
more issue-focused between the election cycles, scoring 3.7 in 1998 and 4.2 in
2000 (t � 2.09, df � 382, p � 0.04).

In terms of tone, the results show that overall the sites were very positive, scoring
1.7 on average (where 1�all positive and 5 �all negative). In fact, 51.4 percent
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Table 6.2 Mean scores for content, style, and tone of
candidates homepage by year

Style and tone 1998 2000
measures

Information 4.18 6.33***
Graphics 1.49 1.88***
Interactivity 1.97 3.96***
Focus 3.77 4.20*
Tone 1.70 1.76
Attacking 1.50 2.36***

Notes
Independent sample t-tests for significant increases or
decreases in scores between 1998 and 2000. A p value �0.05
is indicated by *; *** indicates p � 0.001.



(202) of the 385 valid homepages were entirely positive. Another 28 percent (111)
were mostly positive, and 12 percent (48) had an even mix of positive and
negative communication. Only 6 percent (24) were mostly or entirely negative.
As Table 6.3 reports no marked differences were observed in the overall tone of
the sites according to election cycle. After overall tone was analyzed, a more spe-
cific type of negative communication was examined. Attacking indicated the
extent of negative communication directed specifically at opponents or their par-
ties (measured on a scale where 1 equaled no attacking and 7 equals all attack).
The results confirm that attacking was rare, with an average attack score of
1.9 (indicating that less than 10 percent of the site was devoted to attacking)
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Table 6.3 Website content for Senate and gubernatorial candidates by year

Content item 1998 2000

Information
Candidate biography 194(89.4) 159 (93.5)
Stand on issues 186 (85.7) 162 (95.9)***
Highlighting achievements 103 (47.5) 114 (85.2)***
News, press releases 139 (64.1) 128 (75.7)*
Voting information 79 (36.4) 154 (91.1)**
Separate links page 56 (25.7) 48 (28.2)
Constituent help information 38 (29.2) 14 (8.3)**
Information about opponent 40 (18.4) 71 (48.6)***
“Other” – novel information 33 (15.2) 70 (41.4)***
General government information 22 (10.1) 29 (17.2)*
Information about family 18 (8.3) 81 (55.0)***

Graphical elements
Photo/graphic 199 (90.9) 169 (99.4)***
Animation 82 (37.6) 91 (75.8)***
Video/audio 44 (20.2) 60 (35.3)***

Interactivity
E-mail address 158 (72.8) 154 (91.1)***
“Get involved” CGI form 85 (39.2) 101 (59.8)***
Online contributions accepted 43 (19.8) 104 (61.5)***
Other interactivity 38 (17.5) 43 (25.4)
Subscription service 30 (13.8) 88 (51.7)***
Downloadable content 20 (9.2) 58 (34.3)***
Search capacity 11 (5.1) 17 (10.1)
Guestbook 11 (5.1) 6 (3.6)
Cyber bumper stickers 10 (4.6) 14 (8.3)
Data collection of visitors 8 (3.7) 39 (23.1)***
Voter survey 6 (2.8) 27 (14.4)***
Bulletin board 7 (3.2) 19 (11.2)**

Notes
Figures are raw ‘n’ followed by percentages in parentheses. Percentages refer to the
overall number of sites containing the specified item in a given year. Chi-square
statistics test for significant increases or decreases in numbers of sites containing
content items between 1998 and 2000. A p value � 0.05 is indicated by *; ** indicates
p � 0.01; and *** p � 0.001.



and 63 percent of homepages were entirely void of attacks. However, as
Table 6.3 shows, sites in 2000 were significantly more attack-oriented than in
1998 (2.4 versus 1.5, t � 6.25, df � 384, p � 0.001). Therefore, while sites were
quite positive overall, negative campaigning in the form of attacking opponents
did creep into campaign sites in 2000.

By way of expanding on the changes in the mean scores of the content
variables reported in Table 6.2, Table 6.3 presents a breakdown of the frequen-
cies for individual items across the two years.

From Table 6.3 it is apparent that although there was an overall increase in
information provision over time, some items did appear less frequently in 2000,
notably, candidate biographies, links pages, and help to constituents. While the fall
in biographical and linkage information is rather puzzling, the drop in the con-
stituent help might be explained by the fact that fewer candidates were relying on
government sites by 2000, which arguably, would be more likely to focus on serving
constituent needs. In 1998, fifty-one of the sites analyzed were classified as official
government and party sites and by 2000 this had dropped to sixteen. Graphical ele-
ments featured more heavily on all sites by 2000, with all but one site containing a
photo and more than a third carrying audio or video. As Table 6.4 shows, however,
it was animation that proved to be the most popular new addition, with almost
three-quarters of sites featuring it in 2000 as opposed to just over a third in 1998.
In-depth probing of interactivity between the election years reveals that while sev-
eral types increased significantly over time, the biggest jumps were in tools that
allowed visitors to register their support through volunteer forms or online contri-
butions. Opportunities to sign up for news bulletins also increased substantially, as
did forms for data collection about users. As Table 6.3 shows, the most commonly
available feature, however, remained E-mail contact across both years.

Regression analysis

From these results it would appear that election year or time plays a key role in
determining the nature of web campaigning among US candidates. However, these
differences might also simply be a function of the larger number of gubernatorial
sites analyzed in 1998 compared with 2000. In order to identify the independent
impact of these factors, along with a range of other potential influences on candi-
dates’ website usage we employ ordinary least squares regression. Thus, the scores
for content and tone (as dependent variables) were regressed on a series of dummy
variables created to capture the effects of election year and office sought, along with
candidate’s gender, party affiliation, and status as a political insider, and whether the
race was open or included an incumbent. The results are reported in Table 6.4.

The findings, reported in Table 6.4, confirm that election year is indeed the key
variable influencing candidates’ website production. Senatorial and gubernatorial
sites in 2000 were basically far more functional yet also rather more aggressive and
negative than had been the case in 1998. In short, the sites were richer and more
sophisticated in the three content categories of information, graphics, and inter-
activity, and overall slightly less image focused, but also more negative in tone.
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After election year, however, the most important influence on websites was type of
office being sought and also the party affiliation of the candidate. Specifically, while
Senate and gubernatorial candidates offered similar amounts of information on their
sites, the former offered significantly more interactivity and graphics and tended to
focus more on image rather than issues. Major party candidates offered more of
everything in terms of content on their site, although minor party candidates did
tend to be less personalized and focus more on the issues. In terms of the impact of
other factors, it seems having held office before (being a political insider) led one to
provide more information and take a more positive stance. Outsiders were signifi-
cantly more likely to adopt a more negative tone and attack other candidates.
Those races where incumbents were running also tended to see more negativity
but also were more focused on interactivity. Gender was notably not important as
a predictor of any of the features of campaign websites measured here.

Discussion

So do these findings reveal the new media to be an arena for innovation and
change? At first glance one might argue they tell a largely unimpressive story. Sites
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Table 6.4 Results of regression analyses of content and style measures of candidates’
websites

Independent Information Graphics Interactivity Focus Tone Attack
variables

Office sought �0.004 �0.255** �0.458* 0.708** �0.004 �0.449**
0 � Sen., (0.172) (0.144) (0.199) (0.209) (0.098) (0.146)
1 � Gov.

Standing �0.562* �0.165 �0.316 0.539 0.427** 0.449*
0 � insider, (0.238) (0.118) (0.275) (0.290) (0.135) (0.202)
1 � outsider

Party �1.42*** �0.261* �1.34*** 0.779** 0.117 0.002
0 � major, (0.241) (0.119) (0.279) (0.294) (0.137) (0.205)
1 � minor

Race type �0.289 �0.127 �0.484* �0.003 0.245* 0.267
0 � open, (0.181) (0.090) (0.210) (0.219) (0.103) (0.154)
1 � incumb.

Year 2.25*** 0.335*** 1.95*** 0.579** 0.002 0.701***
0 � 1998, (0.168) (0.083) (0.194) (0.204) (0.096) (0.143)
1 � 2000

Gender 0.107 �0.008 0.411 0.168 �0.002 �0.274
0 � male, (0.223) (0.111) (0.259) (0.272) (0.127) (0.190)
1 � female

Model 0.458 0.126 0.343 0.125 0.085 0.149
Adjusted R2

Notes
Each column indicates a separate regression. Unstandardized betas are reported first, followed
by their standard error in parentheses below. A p value � 0.05 indicated by *; p � 0.01 by **; and 
p � 0.001 by ***.



for major party candidates had more of everything than did those of the minor
parties in terms of information, graphics, and interactivity although they did
tend to be less focused on policy issues than minor party sites. Political insiders
(incumbents and other past or current office holders) also made more information
available and tended to be more positive in tone than political outsiders. Although
this study didn’t examine candidates’ financial commitments to the sites, these
results support the idea that established political forces are reinforcing their offline
dominance (Margolis et al. 1997; Norris 2000). One interesting caveat to note
here, however, is that while women ran fewer sites than men in both election
years, those that did, displayed no significant differences in content and style to
their male counterparts, according to the measures used here. While this finding
should be treated with some caution given the small number of female candidates
included in the analysis, it does raise the interesting possibility of the web as a
gender-neutral communications terrain. As such it would clearly differ from pre-
vious forms of media advertising where distinct differences have been observed
(Trent and Friedenberg 1983; Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 1997).

Despite evidence of a resurfacing of preexisting patterns of political influence,
however, these findings also indicative that candidates are becoming more func-
tional and experimental in their approach to the web. Specifically, it seems can-
didates are becoming savvier in using the web to disseminate news to voters and
the media. Certainly journalists are becoming keener to incorporate campaign
sites into their election coverage, linking to them directly or telling their audience
to visit their sites for more information. In addition, the interactivity of the
Internet is clearly being exploited more in elections, with 2000 seeing the prolif-
eration of voter surveys and volunteer forms on offer from candidates. Such
initiatives, however, do not necessarily signal the move toward a more participa-
tory democracy. More options for citizen input need to be met by a symmetrical
response from elites in order to empower both parties. Indeed, as McKeown and
Plowman (1999) have pointed out, much of the political elites’ use of new ICTs
has tended to take an asymmetrical form, involving voters in ways that are largely
beneficial to the campaign.

In terms of how far the Internet is promoting the shift toward a postmodern
style of campaigning, these results certainly show that the new technologies are
producing a bifurcation in campaign strategy. Campaign websites are becoming
both more informative and interactive, but are also using more sophisticated
graphics and taking a more negative stance toward opponents. Thus, while web-
sites may be allowing candidates to open up deeper and more direct channels of
communication with voters than they had in the “modern” era, they are also being
utilized in a flashier, attack-oriented manner. The fact that these changes
are related most strongly to election year rather than type of office sought, type
of party, or candidate gender, suggests that cyber-campaigning is evolving, to
a certain extent on its own steam or according to its own logic, not as a result of a
particular type of candidate or party approach.

Any nod to technological determinism here, however, is fleeting. The findings
of this chapter essentially return us to the central theme of this volume – the
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importance of representative democracy as a context for political actors’ use of
the web. While candidates are showing signs of greater interest in the interactive
capabilities of new ICTs, such deployment is generally oriented toward extract-
ing resources from the citizen to aid the campaign, rather than for introducing
new forms of direct democracy. Certainly, the reemergence of old habits in the
form of negative advertising in the websites of 2000 suggests that candidates’
approach to campaigning in the new media is not departing radically from
existing practice. The extent to which these emergent trends continue over time,
however, is of course a key issue for researchers to explore and one that we shall
return to in the US presidential elections of 2004.

Bibliography

Bryant, J. (1995) “Paid Media Advertising,” in Thurber, J. A. and Nelson, C. J. (eds),
Campaigns and Elections American Style, Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press.

Birnbaum, J. (2000) “Politicking on the internet,” Fortune, March, 84–6.
Corrado, A. (1996) “Elections in Cyberspace,” in Corrado, A. and Firestone, C. (eds),

Elections in Cyberspace, Washington, DC: The Aspen Institute.
D’Alessio, D. (2000) “Adoption of the World Wide Web by American Political Candidates,

1996–1998,” Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 44, 556–68.
Davis, R. and Owen, D. (1998) New Media and American Politics, New York: Oxford

University Press.
Dulio, D. A., Goff, D. L. and Thurber, J. A. (1999) “Untangled web,” PS: Political Science &

Politics, 32 (1), 53–9.
Epstein, E. (1996) “Election ’96 Internet Style,” PC World, May, 174–80.
Faucheux, R. (1998) “How Campaigns Are Using the Internet,” Campaigns & Elections,

September, 22–6.
Fenno, R. F. (1996) Senators on the Campaign Trail, Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma.
Farrell, D. and Webb, P. (2000) “Political Parties as Campaign Organizations,” in Dalton, R.

and Wattenberg, M. (eds), Parties Without Partisans, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
102–28.

Fineman, H. (1999) “Pressing the Flesh Online,” Newsweek, September 20, 50–3.
Gibson, R. and Ward, S. (1998) “U.K. Political Parties and the Internet,” Press/Politics,

3 (3), 14–38.
Gibson, R. and Römmele, A. (2001) “A Party Centered Theory of Professionalized

Campaigning,” International Journal of Press Politics, 6 (4), 31–44.
Gibson, R., Römmele, A. and Ward, S. (2003) “German Parties and Internet

Campaigning in the 2002 Federal Election,” German Politics, 12 (1), 79–104
Greer, J. and LaPointe, M. E. (1999) “Meaningful Discourse or Cyber-Fluff ? paper

presented at the annual meeting of the International Communication Association,
San Francisco, May 1999.

Hall, M. (1997) “One to One Politics in Cyberspace,” Media Studies Journal, 2, 97–103.
Johnson-Cartee, K. S. and Copeland, G. A. (1997) Inside Political Campaigns, Westport,

Conn.: Praeger.
Just, M. R. (1997) “Candidate Strategies and the Media Campaign,” in Pomper G. M. et al.

(eds), The Election of 1996, Chatham, NJ: Chatham House Publishers.
Kamarck, E. C. (1998) “Stalking the Wild Netizen,” Newsday, October 25, B4.

Cyber-campaigning grows up 131



Kamarck, E. C. (2002) “Political Campaigning on the Internet” in Kamarck, E. C. and
Nye, J. S., Jr (eds), Governance.com, Washington, DC: Brookings, 81–103.

Klotz, R. (1997) “Positive Spin,” PS: Political Science & Politics, 30 (3), 482–6.
Klotz, R. (1998) “Virtual criticism,” Political Communication, 15, 347–65.
Kornblut, A. E. and Abraham, Y. (2000) “Campaign 2000 / Republicans Touting

Conservative Themes, Bush Shifts Tone in SC,” The Boston Globe, February 3, A28.
LaPointe, M. (1999) “Cyberpolitics and the U.S. Senate,” unpublished thesis, University of

Nevada-Reno.
Leiter, L. (1995) “Goodbye BBQ and Buttons, Hello Web and Home Page,” Insight on the

News, September 25, 46–8.
Lynch, M. (2001) “E-lection Wrap-Up,” Chief Executive Magazine, January, 24–8.
Margolis, M., Resnick, D., and Tu, C. (1997) “Campaigning on the Internet,” paper

presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association,
Washington, DC, September 1997.

McKeown, C. A. and Plowman, K. D. (1998) “Reaching Publics on the Web During the
1996 Presidential Campaign,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the Association
for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, Baltimore, Md., August 1998.

McManus, T. (1999a) “A Democratic Medium Plays Big 2000 Role,” Advertising Age,
October 11, 62–4.

McManus, T. (1999b) “Political Campaigns Pivot on Web,” Advertising Age, December 13, 76.
Meadow, R. G. (1989) “Political Campaigns,” in Rice, R. and Atkin, C. (eds), Public

Communication Campaigns, Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Miller, G. and Schrader, E. (1998) “Internet’s Role in Campaigns Still Limited,” Los Angeles

Times, October, 28, A1.
Norris, P. (2000) A Virtuous Circle, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
NUA (2002) How Many Online �http://www.nua.com/surveys/how_many_online/

index.html�, first accessed December 12, 2002.
Pew Research Center (2000) Youth Vote Influenced by Online Information �http://people-

press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID � 21�, first accessed December 12, 2002.
Puopolo, S. (2001) “The Web and U.S. Senatorial Campaigns 2000,” The American

Behavioral Scientist, 44 (12), 2030–47.
Reavy, M. M. and Perlmutter, D. (1996) “Presidential Websites as Sources of Information,”

paper presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Education in Journalism
and Mass Communication in Los Angeles, June 1996.

Shelton, S. (2000) “Candidates Warming Up to Internet; Plugged In,” The Atlanta Journal

and Constitution, June 4, 1JJ.
Sternberg, B. von (1999) “Cyber Campaign is Getting Crowded,” Star Tribune, June 3, A6.
Tedesco, J. C. et al. (1999) “Presidential Campaigning on the Information Superhighway,”

in Kaid, L. L. and Bystrom, D. G. (eds), The Electronic Election: Perspectives on the 1996

Campaign Communication, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Tillett, S. (2000) “Getting personal – Campaigns Deliver E-Business Lessons,” Internetweek,

September 25, 128.
Trent, J. S. and Friedenberg, R. V. (1983) Political Campaign Communication, New York, NY:

Praeger.
Wring, D. and Horrocks, I. (2001) “The Transformation of Political Parties?” in Axford, B.

and Huggins, R. (eds), New Media and Politics, London: Sage.

132 Jennifer D. Greer and Mark E. LaPointe



7 Global legal pluralism and
electronic democracy

Oren Perez

. . . the age of photography corresponds precisely to the explosion of the private
into the public, or rather into the creation of a new social value, which is the
publicity of the private: the private is consumed as such, publicly.

(Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, 1993: 98)

The emergence of the Internet has transformed the way in which we experience
the private and public spheres. On the one hand the Internet has opened new
ways for projecting private experiences into the public sphere using various
webcast technologies. On the other hand, the Internet promises to reshape the
boundaries of the public space. Political communication no longer needs to be
centred on face-to-face interactions undertaken in uniquely designed spaces, but
can be accessed from the private domain through atomized computer screens and
electronically mediated interchanges. What does this blurring of old boundaries
mean for the body politic? This chapter seeks to address this broad question with
reference to one particular facet of the public sphere: the broadening realm of
transnational law.

The increasing encroachment of international legal norms into the previously
secluded boundaries of the nation state has raised questions about the legitimacy
of this emergent system of governance. This chapter explores how the Internet
might be used to address some of these concerns. In doing so, the chapter moves
us beyond questions about the Internet’s impact on established domestic institu-
tions to examine its role as creator of wholly new representative structures,
outside the national context. It is argued that new information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) do offer significant potential for the development of more
inclusive transnational governing structures, but that the realization of such struc-
tures depends on focused intervention by civil society and the support of existing
national and international bureaucracies. Any theorizing about the possibility of
Net-induced democratization at the international level, therefore, must be situ-
ated within familiar analytical frameworks about ‘collective action’ and ‘interest
mobilization’. Thus, while the focus is on these new, extra-national legal actors,
the chapter returns us to a central theme of the book – the understanding that
technology alone cannot engineer change. The adoption of new ICTs, even



among newly forming representative bodies without a long history or large
constituencies, is subject to broader environmental constraints.

The emergence of new forms of global law that operate beyond the traditional
geopolitical boundaries of the state system is a key component of the globaliza-
tion process (Teubner 1997; Perez 2002). This expanding network of global laws
is highly diverse, both in terms of its thematic interest and organizational
structure. It includes new types of state-oriented systems such as the World Trade
Organization (WTO), as well as private regimes covering areas such as technical
standardization, governance of the Internet, and transnational commerce.

While many of these systems of transnational law have evolved in the shadow
of the new global economy, their impact is not confined to the economic realm.
International governance now extends to civic territories such as free speech,
art, and the protection of the environment. The legal system of the WTO, for
example, has dealt with disputes relating to the risks of synthetic growth hor-
mones in cattle, the industrial use of asbestos, and damage caused to sea turtles
from shrimp trawling.1 International standards setting organizations such as
the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the Codex
Alimentarius Commission have been involved in the production of controversial
standards for environmental management (the ISO 14000 series) and foods
derived from biotechnology.2

The expanding geographic and normative framework of these international
organizations has, not surprisingly, led to calls for increasing the openness and
transparency of their operations. Coming in for particular scrutiny are the
Bretton Woods triad of the WTO, the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). The large-scale protests that took place in Seattle in 1998,
and Québec, Gothenburg and Genoa in 2001 bear strong testimony to the
growing public demand for greater accountability on the part of these organiza-
tions and increased awareness of the social and humanitarian consequences of
their actions (Ecologist 2000).

The central impetus mobilizing these challenges, one can argue, is a procedural
understanding of democratic legitimacy. The right of the transnational regime to
govern is established by it allowing the affected community some say in the design
and implementation of the ruling norms. In order to be legitimate, some meas-
ures need to be in place to ensure that public consent and control is provided.3

The key issue, therefore, facing these new global legal and political entities, in the
light of these challenges, is whether they can devise processes through which these
ideals can be realized. Properly responding to this democratic deficit requires the
development of inclusive and non-hierarchical decision-making structures, which
could break the confines of the current nationalistic order, and offer the public
direct access to processes of global norm-production.

This chapter focuses on the possible contribution that the Internet can make,
and is making, to the development of these novel decision-making structures. In
particular, it examines whether the Internet can offer ways to incorporate the
public more meaningfully into the infrastructure of global legal regimes. The
capacity of the Internet to short-cut barriers of space and time, make it, at least
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prima facie, the ideal medium for transnational deliberation. Indeed, this has
been shown, somewhat ironically by the fact that the Internet has played a major
role in facilitating the protests against these new global regimes. Protestors have
used the Internet extensively, both to publicize their critique and, more instru-
mentally, to coordinate their actions. Websites such as Protest.Net, www.
indymedia.org, www.WebActive.com and www.corpwatch.org have turned into
‘hubs’ of political communication. All of these websites include details of upcom-
ing protests, action alerts and links to other protest websites. This extensive polit-
ical usage of the Net has even led some commentators to assert that the Internet
could revolutionize the face of global politics.4 However, despite the impressive
growth of civic protest over the Internet, the use of the Internet to incorporate
the public in transnational governance processes appears to be very limited. The
question remains, therefore, whether the Internet has indeed the capacity to foster
more inclusive structures of global law-making.

The chapter addresses this question in three stages. First, the traditional con-
ception of transnational governance is reviewed and its weaknesses for under-
standing and addressing the issues raised by the emerging system of global law are
identified. A more contemporary interpretation of international regime forma-
tion is then presented that requires a democratic and truly global decision-making
forum. Second, the role of the Internet as a means of realizing such ambitions is
explored, using the idea of politics as a problem of ‘collective action’. The
discussion presents a simple game-theoretic model to illustrate the capacity of the
Internet to facilitate the emergence of viable transnational communities. In
the third and final section, three case studies are presented to show how some
international regimes are currently attempting to utilize the Internet to facilitate
a more democratic mode of operating. The focus here is on the WTO, the ISO
and Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN).

The problem of legitimacy and the Westphalian paradigm

According to the Westphalian, or intergovernmental paradigm of international
regime formation, legitimacy rests with state consent – either to a specific set of
norms (treaties) or to the establishment of a body with norm-producing powers
such as the WTO (Caldwell 1996: 146). The consent of the state is secured
through the actions of its authorized agents (state officials), and thus is only
indirectly related to the wishes of the state citizenry (Petersmann 1999). This view
of the creation and monitoring of international regimes is problematic on a num-
ber of grounds. First, from a procedural point of view, the idea that state officials
represent and are bound by the preferences of the people is, at best, questionable.
The constitutional framework of most states does not provide for any regular,
or even sporadic opportunities for public consultation and discussion over
transnational issues.

Even if the paradigm could be tweaked to provide for more direct democratic
state-based supervision of transnational negotiations, however, it faces a more
crucial problem of practical relevance. Essentially, this model has been overtaken
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by the new realities of norm creation at the international level. According to the
Westphalian paradigm, the international organization is a highly controllable
entity, which is wholly dependent on the states that created it. This vision of
organizational obedience, however, fails to appreciate the increasingly
autonomous nature of transnational organizations, as well as the fact that many
systems of transnational law rely on bases of support that are located outside the
state system. This kind of deep independence characterizes both state-oriented
regimes such as the WTO, and global private regimes such as the lex mercatoria. To
a large extent these legal systems operate as autonomous decision-making struc-
tures that are sheltered from the influence of interstate politics. In this sense the
Westphalian model of detached polities and fragmented deliberation is wholly
inappropriate as the basis for any new model of global cooperation. Indeed one
can argue that it forms a barrier to the development of the more internationally
oriented communicative processes that are needed by these regimes to enhance
their legitimacy.

The legitimacy of these new forms of a-national law, therefore, requires the
development of new, cross-border structures of decision-making, which will
provide the public with more meaningful forms of participation. The argument of
this chapter is that the Internet can provide such novel participatory structures
through its ability to deliver ‘direct deliberation’ on a global scale. Direct delibera-
tion interprets the democratic process as a ‘collective decision-making that
proceeds through direct participation by and reason-giving between and among
free and equal citizens’ (Cohen and Sabel 1997: 314). It defines the ‘public arena’
in which such deliberation takes place as a product of common aims or concerns,
and not as a reflection of national identities. This interpretation of democracy as
a legitimate way of ‘living together’ does not rely on the capacity of all-embracing
deliberation to produce consensus (and hence, consent). Rather, the legitimizing
force of democratic deliberation is postulated to rise from a culturally shared belief
in the moral legitimacy of decisions, which were made through a fair and open
dialogue. It is the openness of the deliberation process to all those concerned, and
its relative fairness, which gives the democratic process its legitimizing power.

A model of electronic participation

This section seeks to assess whether the Internet can be used to construct more
inclusive governance structures in the transnational domain. It considers in that
context the differences between electronic and non-electronic participatory
schemes. These questions are considered through a simple game-theoretic model,
which is based on the understanding of politics as a problem of ‘collective action’.
The goal of using game theory here is to expose the strategic dilemmas that can
arise from the introduction of a transnational scheme of e-participation. This
exposition brings out more clearly both the various advantages of the Internet as
a participatory medium, and its basic limitations.

Constructing a model of e-participation requires a clear definition of
‘electronic democracy’ or ‘electronic participation’. It is possible to distinguish in
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this context between three different ways in which the Internet can be harnessed
to the democratic process. First, the Internet constitutes an efficient means for
achieving transparency. Indeed, as one author has put it ‘The Internet can make
genuinely public what has only been nominally public’ (Starr 2000).
Transparency is a necessary condition for the evolution of meaningful delibera-
tion. Second, the Internet can be used by the international organization to elicit
public comments on its normative output. Here, the Internet is used to facilitate
unidirectional communication: the international organization – placed at the
receiving end – is responsible for collecting, interpreting and judging the com-
ments of the public. The deliberation process is controlled by the international
organization. The Internet is not used here as a medium for conversation but only
as a cost-effective delivery service, which carries messages between disassociated
individuals and the relevant institution. Finally, the Internet can be used also to
facilitate wide-ranging dialogue between the institution and the public and within
the public itself. Under this multidirectional model none of the communicators
has exclusive control over the timing and content of communications. Only this
last option comes near the ideal picture of ‘directly-deliberative democracy’.

The model developed in this section is based on a unidirectional participation
scheme. This scheme was favoured for several reasons. First, from a pragmatic
perspective it is probably a more realistic assessment of the scope of ambition
among international institutions for new forms of public dialogue. Second, it is a
simpler model but retains the basic collective-action dilemma that participation
on an international level encounters, and that the Internet can purportedly help
resolve. Thus, heuristically it is preferable. The model, following Olsonian logic,
envisages participation as a game whereby ‘public (or normative) goods’ are
secured as benefits that accrue to the (transnational) community as a whole, leav-
ing costs to be borne (exclusively) by the individual participators. I leave the exact
nature of the public good undefined. In our context it will usually reflect the
possibility of bringing about a change in the content of a proposed transnational
norm (hence the term ‘normative good’).

The structure of the model is as follows.5 The relevant community (defined as
the set of people who could be influenced by a particular transnational norm)
consists of N people. Each member of the community faces a binary choice: they
can either participate, with a cost of Ci, or not participate, in which Ci is saved
(Ci reflects the direct costs of participation). It is assumed that the public good
would be provided with probability � only if K people or more participate.6 This
assumption portrays the international organization in largely cynical terms, as
responding only to the level of public pressure (modelled here as a function of
the number of individual ‘reactions’), rather than to the substantive quality of the
arguments presented.7 A successful participatory process yields for each of the
N members an expected utility of Vi(Pg). Vi is a function of predetermined
individual political/ideological preferences.8

From an individual perspective there are two major impediments to collective
action. First, because the public good (Pg) could be provided (with probability �)
only if the threshold K is achieved, any individual effort that would be made
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without the presence of additional K � 1 contributions will be wasted (with
probability 1). Thus, a player who believes that there will be, overall, only K � 1
contributions (including his), will not find it in his interest to participate. Second,
a player who believes that there are K participants (beside himself ) will have little
incentive to participate as his voice will not add to the probability of the public
good being provided.9 This means that – for an individual to contribute – it is
not enough that the (expected) value of the public good should be greater than
the cost of participation. Rather, a rational individual will make an effort to par-
ticipate only if he believes that he is the Kth participant, that is, that he has a piv-
otal role in generating the public good. Before investing resources in the political
game the individual would need, then, some assurance that his contribution
is indeed critical. This turns the game of transnational deliberation into an
‘assurance game’.

A preliminary condition for the emergence of a ‘participatory community’ is
the existence of at least K individuals for whom the participation cost is smaller
or equal to the expected value of the public good. The individual rationality
condition requires, then, that:

Ci � Vi (Pg)10 (1)

where Ci is the cost of participation and Vi(Pg) measures the expected utility of
i from the public good. Assume that N � people (of the total community N ) satisfy
this basic condition. Under these assumptions the model anticipates two types of
Nash equilibrium:11

(a) N �!/(K !(N � � K )! that is all the possible combinations of K contributors out
of the set N � of potential contributors.12 We can interpret this number as
representing the number of potential coalitions. I will denote the set of these
coalitions as Bk (with Xj � Bk denoting a particular coalition).

(b) Another possible solution is one in which no one contributes.

It is possible to gain some insight into the question of individual criticality by
comparing the number of potential solutions at N� and at N � � 1. This compari-
son is based on the assumption that each individual evaluates his criticality by
considering the influence of his withdrawal from the N � community in terms of
the decrease in the number of potential coalitions. The effect of such withdrawal
can be appreciated by expressing the number of potential solutions at N � � 1
contributors (denoted B) in terms of the number at N � (denoted A):

B � A � [(N � � K )/N �]13 (2)

Equation (2) points out two important features of the criticality question. First,
when the value of N� (the group of potential contributors) is relatively large
compared to K (the threshold community) the importance of each individual
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contribution decreases (since B approaches A). Second, because the value of A is
likely to rise quickly with N �, the value of B is likely to remain high even in small
ratios of (N � � K )/N �; this will contribute again to a diminishing sense of
criticality by an individual participant.14

It should be noted that the model outlined here does not purport to explain the
process by which a particular equilibrium or coalition (out of these multifarious
equilibria) is eventually selected. Extensive research on this so-called emergence
puzzle, however, has revealed that larger groups exhibit lower levels of coopera-
tion than smaller ones. The main reasons for this are thought to be the decline in
perceived efficacy among individuals in a group as it expands. Basically those in
larger groups are less likely to believe that their contribution is essential for the
provision of the public good. This is consistent with the interpretation offered to
equation (2).15 In addition, the decreasing opportunities for communication in
large groups are also seen to adversely influence the sense of solidarity and
mutual commitment in these groups (Colman 1995: 218–21).16 Overall, however,
this research has still not resolved the problem of equilibria selection; it has
only identified the kind of conditions in which the prospects for cooperation
increase – the exact profile of this emerging cooperation remained uncertain
(Ostrom 2000).17

The results of this research put a pessimistic note on the possibility of a
transnational electronic community emerging spontaneously. A large and scattered
collection of individuals provides a poor basis for the emergence of spontaneous
cooperation. To incorporate these difficulties into the model, I have chosen to
construct the selection puzzle as a problem of transaction cost, treating the lack
of perceived efficacy and appropriate communication opportunities as barriers to
the emergence of a threshold community. These costs are denoted CT.18

CT reflects the costs of generating more opportunities for communication (within
the relevant community), or of providing the potential participants with some
kind of assurance that their ‘voice’ is critical.19 CT could be modelled as a func-
tion whose value increases (in a constant or decreasing rate) with the number of
participants. It should probably contain also some fixed-cost element. The invest-
ment of CT is treated, then, as a necessary condition for the emergence of a
threshold community.

The introduction of the notion of transaction cost adds an additional con-
straint to the set of feasible equilibria.20 To be viable any potential coalition
should be able to fund the coordination costs; that is, the aggregate (net) value of
the public good, within any viable coalition, should be higher than CT. Formally,
this idea could be represented in the following way:

	Xj � Bk, Xj: 
i � 1,k(Vi(Pg) � Ci) � CT (3)

This condition could be interpreted in two different ways. A first interpretation
assumes that this ‘hidden’ value will be extracted and utilized by a group leader
in order to finance the coordination effort. A second (and less literal) interpreta-
tion views this condition as an indicator of social concern rather than a fiscal
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attribute. This interpretation recognizes the possibility that some (but not all) of
the coordination services will be provided and/or funded by external sources
(e.g. public agency), without the presence of actual ‘extraction’ from the commu-
nity. However, it assumes that for such external intervention to materialize, the
external agency should be convinced that there is strong public interest in the
provision of the public good.21

How will the introduction of electronic participation influence the results of
this model? The first influence would be to reduce Ci. The term Ci consists of two
main factors: the costs of gathering information on the subject of the political
process (e.g. the details of a proposed international standard) and the participa-
tion costs (making your voice heard).22 The introduction of the Internet reduces
these costs. Getting information is now much easier, especially as more and more
international institutions take seriously the demand for greater transparency (see
the discussion in the third section). Further, the costs of responding to the infor-
mation should decrease since the Internet opens up new and cheaper ways for
submission of views. While the introduction of the Internet can also generate new
types of costs such as information overload, these costs should be outweighed by
the new efficiencies of retrieval and response, especially when users are focused
on extracting particular information about a given normative dilemma.

A second, and even more crucial influence, concerns the coordination costs (CT).
The introduction of the Internet should reduce, substantially, the transaction
costs associated with organizing a threshold community. In particular, the
Internet opens up new and cheaper ways for institutional entrepreneurs to take
the lead and organize a particular coalition.23 Coordinating a threshold commu-
nity requires the group leader to communicate with each of the group members.
Such communication will usually contain information on the issue at hand, and a
signal ensuring the criticality of the addressee. The Internet should reduce sub-
stantially the costs of this communication, by allowing the leader to use various
automated tools for communication. Assuming that the introduction of the
Internet has reduced the individual communication costs by a factor of �, it is rea-
sonable to assume that the coordination costs will be reduced by a factor of K �.24

This reflects the simple intuition that the group leader can use the Internet to
interact simultaneously with all the members of the group. In the pre-Net era
both Ci and CT have been (in the transnational context) prohibitively high –
blocking, in effect, the evolvement of transnational participatory schemes.

The introduction of Internet could thus turn the project of transnational par-
ticipation into a truly practical option. The impact of the Net is not limited, how-
ever, to the issue of participation/coordination costs. The introduction of the Net
could also influence the long-term dynamics of the transnational interaction. So
far the participatory process was described as a single-shot process.25 It was
assumed that the participation would take place in the context of a particular
discussion (e.g. around a specific transnational norm), and would not form an
integral part of the law-making process. The political community would have to
be formed anew in each round of participation (with repeated investments of the
‘fixed-cost’ element of CT). With the Internet, the transforming of this ‘scattered’
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process into a continuous one becomes much easier (and cheaper).26 The Internet
provides various cost-efficient means, through which an emerging transnational
community could be kept alive through time. These include tools such as group
lists, e-newsletters, chat-rooms, instant messaging and electronic archives. These
different mechanisms enable both the facilitation of continuous conversation and
the creation of (enduring) group memory. This kind of time-persistency is an
essential element of a true polity.27 In the pre-Net era, the cost of constructing
such infrastructure on a global scale would have made it impossible to implement.

The Internet, then, is more than a cheap participation mechanism. Its exten-
sive global reach and rich repertoire of community-sustaining techniques turn it
into an essential tool in the effort to develop meaningful transnational democracy.
Shifting the participation process into the electronic domain does not resolve,
however, the basic collective-action dilemma that characterizes political action.
Indeed, the model that was presented in this section makes clear that the emer-
gence of e-participation cannot be taken for granted, and is strongly dependent
on the availability of central direction. By emphasizing the ‘enabling’ and anar-
chistic character of the Net, many writers have tended to overlook this depend-
ency (e.g. Hammond and Lash 2000), and its potential implications – in
particular, the susceptibility of e-participation to hierarchical manipulation.
Thus, one of the challenges facing those seeking to institutionalize mechanisms of
e-participation is to find ways to promote coordinated activity yet keep the
sponsors of such activity accountable.

Use of the Internet by international institutions

Having outlined, in theory, the usefulness of the Internet for facilitating wider
involvement by civic actors in the creation and operation of international
regimes, this section examines how far international organizations are meeting
these expectations in practice. Three major global regulatory bodies are held up
for scrutiny – the WTO, which replaced the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) in 1995; the ISO, which deals with issues of technical standardi-
zation; and the ICANN, which regulates the system of domain names on the
Internet. These organizations present an interesting mix for analysis in terms
of their overall Internet experience and embeddedness in the state system. The
WTO and the ISO are both from the pre-Net era. The WTO, as a traditional
treaty-based system, is rooted strongly in the Westphalian tradition, while the ISO
is more of a hybrid organization in that its members are not governments, but
national standardization bodies from some 140 countries. The ISO remains
closely linked to the state system, however, in that some members are private
bodies, for example, the British Standards Institution, whereas some are govern-
mental agencies, for example, the French Standards Agency, AFNOR
(Association française de normalisation).

ICANN, by contrast, is a new, Internet-spawned phenomenon that relies exten-
sively on new technology to carry out its functions. While it relies to a certain
degree on the backing of the state system, its jurisdiction and legitimacy are
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highly dependent on the non-governmental sector. Given its more intimate
connection to the Internet, and greater detachment from established national
actors, ICANN is anticipated to be more adept in exploiting the innovative and
participatory uses of the technology than either the WTO or the ISO.

The chapter turns first to the case of the WTO. The establishment of the
WTO was a triumphant culmination of a long institutionalization process
that began in 1947 with the establishment of the GATT ( Jackson 1997: 31–78).
The WTO is concerned, primarily, with the facilitation of transnational com-
merce and the abolition of trade barriers. The WTO differs from its predecessor,
the GATT, in two key respects. First, unlike the weak dispute settlement (DS)
system of the GATT, the WTO DS system is highly independent, and is much
more immune to political pressures. Its establishment has marked the creation of
a new and independent source of normative power in the global arena (Perez
2001: 73–103). Second, the normative setting of the WTO is far more ambitious
than that of the GATT. It is not limited to a single trade-sector or to one type of
regulatory barrier, but reflects a broad attempt to integrate the global economy.
This jurisdictional expansion has resulted in an increased incidence of conflicts
between trade and other societal objectives such as environmental protection,
and a growing public critique of its legitimacy and accountability (Charnovitz
1996; Esty 1999).

One way in which the WTO has sought to respond to this perception of a
democratic deficit has been to increase the transparency of its operations, and to
do so it has turned to the web. Almost all of the WTO documents, including
secretariat reports, committee protocols and judicial decisions are accessible
online – no mean feat especially when one considers the cloak of secrecy that
characterized GATT proceedings. In addition, the WTO sought to promote
wider public ‘engagement’ in its affairs, and again the Internet was seen as a
crucial part of this strategy. A dedicated community forums section was created
on the website that was designed to serve the interests of the media, NGOs and
the general public. The goal being to ‘provide an opportunity for the public to
comment on the WTO, its activities, and the trading system’.28 In this section
participants could post messages, converse with one another in chat rooms and
occasionally in WTO-initiated question and answer sessions, with WTO personnel
and outside experts.29 Particular emphasis has been placed on NGOs on
the WTO website with special pages set up to brief and interact with NGOs in
the months leading up to the fourth Ministerial Conference that took place in
Doha, Qatar in November 2001.30

While these initiatives are laudable they do not appear to be leading to any
great leaps forward in terms of public engagement. As of mid-July 2001 there
were less than 250 messages posted on the WTO Forum, a low number by any
account and particularly so if one takes into account its growing public profile,
especially among the Internet-using segment of the population. While the low
level of interest may be due to lack of awareness of the participatory opportuni-
ties offered on the website, it may also be due to the lack of formal standing for
the community forum within the WTO decision-making structure. The site does
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not indicate how any feedback will be used by the organization. The opening
paragraph to the ‘NGO room’, for instance states that the WTO ‘recognizes the
role NGOs can play to increase the awareness of the public in respect of WTO
activities’ but does not provide details about how NGOs can contribute more
meaningfully to the substantive work of the WTO.31 Overall, therefore, the WTO
is linking new communication technologies to an emerging recognition of the
legitimate political role of NGOs in its deliberations. However, for practical
purposes such groups remain largely outside the decision-making process.

The global push towards standardization has become encapsulated in a wide
variety of international organizations governing areas such as electronic
engineering and telecommunication, the International Electromechanical
Commission (IEC); food standards, the Codex Alimentarius Commission; and
technical standards, the ISO. While the products of these organizations are to a
large extent voluntary, the globalization process and the new regime of the WTO
has in effect upgraded their status, making it much more difficult for both private
players and states to disregard them (Perez 1998). Further, despite the apparently
specialized and remote nature of their work, such bodies do have far-reaching
social implications that merit deeper public scrutiny. Perhaps the strongest exam-
ple of such societal importance is the ISO and its work in developing a new set of
environmental standards – the ISO 14000 series – covering a range of practices
relating to management systems, auditing, performance evaluation, labelling and
life cycle assessment (Murray 1999: 40–9). Unlike some of ISO’s other products,
the ISO 14000 series is not really ‘technical’ – in the sense that it is not composed
of detailed technological or emissions protocols. The ISO 14000 series has a
broader agenda, which is to teach organizations, in a general and abstract fash-
ion, ‘how to think about environmental problems’. Furthermore, this normative
agenda is not limited to the corporate realm. The ISO 14000 series seeks, in
effect, to provide a comprehensive discourse, which would be used by society as a
whole, for judging the environmental behaviour of organizations.

Despite the broad normative implications of this series, however, the project
was not subjected to a wide deliberative process (UNCTAD 1996). The standard-
making process in the ISO provides overall few opportunities for public partici-
pation.32 The main ‘legislative’ work is carried out by ISO technical committees
and subcommittees; only ISO members have the right to participate in the work
of the various committees, that is, to receive drafts, make comments and approve
ISO standards.33 The ISO online presence does little to break the ‘closure’ of
its norm-production process. The ISO website (www.iso.ch) does not offer real
opportunities for public involvement. External observers cannot consult existing
standards or drafts of future standards but are required to purchase them from
the ISO, which retains intellectual property rights to them.

Such practices certainly cast considerable doubt over the ISO claim that ‘it
shall strive at all times to perfect the application of consensus and transparency
principles in standardization, and in this way promote the values of rationality,
utility, safety and environmental protection for the benefit of all peoples’ (ISO
1999: 3). Internally, however, uses of new communication technologies have been
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more successfully directed towards opening up decision-making processes. During
2001 a sophisticated system of electronic balloting was introduced, which was
designed to speed up the process of voting and securing feedback on ISO draft
standards.34

The Net – one of the key social domains of the modern society – is also subject
to extensive regulation by a-national sources. With the growing importance of the
Net as a medium for communication, the question of its control has become an
issue of deep social concern. Since its early years of popular use the net has
changed from a space of absolute freedom to a more regulated environment
(Lessig 2000). One of the key organizations to emerge in this regard has been the
ICANN – a non-profit corporation formed in 1999 with far-reaching powers to
manage the Internet.35 Specifically, ICANN bears responsibility for managing the
Internet protocol (IP) address space allocation and the domain name system.
Domain names are addresses of websites and comprise two levels: the generic
top-level domain name space (i.e. ‘com’, ‘net’, ‘org’, etc.) and the unique country-
code top-level domains such as ‘uk’ for United Kingdom and ‘il’ for Israel. One
of the main concerns that accompanied its creation was how to ensure that this
new body would respect the egalitarian and free spirit of the Internet. To achieve
this ICANN was founded on the principles of an inclusive governance structure
that would utilize the unique advantages of the Internet. It was seen as a novel
alternative to the traditional, pre-Internet model of a multinational governmental
treaty organization.

The regulation of the ownership of domain names provides a good example
to ICANN’s vast powers. The registration of domain names is based on a sim-
ple registration rule of first-come, first-served. The openness of this system, how-
ever, enabled people to register a domain name with an offline counterpart that
they did not hold the moral or legal rights to, such as trademarks and personal
and organizational names (a practice that became known as cyber-piracy or
cyber-squatting). ICANN, together with the World Intellectual Property
Organisation (WIPO) developed a global, web-based, dispute settlement system
for resolving trademark domain name disputes.36 The rules became effective in
October 1999 and have been employed since then in disputes involving a
wide range of ‘names’, from Julia Roberts, to Dior, Penguin Books, and Nandos.37

While the establishment of this system was seen as necessary to further develop-
ment of the Internet, it raises difficult questions with respect to the proper
balance between corporate interests (trademark holders) and the interests of the
ordinary Net users.

ICANN’s inclusive strategy was based on three key elements. First, it sought to
provide maximum transparency by offering accurate and timely descriptions of
its regulatory agenda via its website. Second, it attempted to secure public feed-
back, again through its website, by offering opportunities for comment on its reg-
ulatory and policy-development work.38 Finally, ICANN sought to incorporate
the public directly into its governing apparatus through its universal representa-
tive scheme, called the ‘at-large membership’ programme. According to ICANN’s
by-laws its board should consist of nine public directors from a total of eighteen.
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The ‘at large’ programme developed and implemented an electronically mediated
voting process that enabled the Internet community to elect at-large directors to
ICANN’s board. The global election took place in 2000.

ICANN’s strategy represented a bold attempt to build a new type of global
governance. However, over the last two years, its inclusive structure, and in
particular the at-large programme, have been subject to increasing internal criti-
cism. The view within ICANN was that a system of electronic voting that is based
on email addresses to identify individuals – the system that was used in the 2000
election – cannot reliably represent public interest. It was argued that this
mechanism is ‘administratively and financially unworkable on a global scale for a
sizeable electorate, and fraught with potential dangers ranging from capture to
outright fraud’ (ICANN-At-Large-Study-Committee 2001). The dual qualifica-
tion system, which was used in the 2000 elections and required each voter to have
an email and postal address as physical proof of existence, was seen as cumber-
some and highly impractical (ICANN-At-Large-Study-Committee 2001). In view
of these difficulties ICANN is currently considering alternative participatory
mechanisms that will be less ambitious in terms of their democratic profile, but,
arguably, will allow it to serve more efficiently the interests of the Internet
community (Lynn 2002). Such reforms, however, were strongly criticized by exter-
nal observers (Klein 2001).

Despite the scaling back of some of its participatory ambitions, these efforts by
ICANN to incorporate the public in the management of the Net represents a rad-
ical departure from the notion of ‘indirect supervision’ contained within the state-
centred model of international regime formation, as outlined earlier. As expected,
the WTO and the ISO have made rather less-strident efforts to harness the tech-
nology in the service of direct democracy. It would be wrong to dismiss their
efforts as merely cosmetic gestures, however. The fact that both of these pre-Net
organizations have made a deliberate effort to use the Internet to open up new
opportunities for participation signals a significant shift towards greater openness.
Indeed, what is common to ICANN, the WTO and the ISO (albeit to varying
degrees), is that they all used the new ICTs to cut the transaction barriers that
have impeded the development of meaningful participatory processes in the pre-
Net era. The websites of the WTO and ICANN (and to a less degree the ISO)
include some of the features discussed in the second section as necessary for the
emergence of viable transnational communities, such as easily available informa-
tion and chat-rooms. Thus, while none of these organizations’ use of new ICTs
comes close to the ideals of the anti-globalization movement or of democratic
purists, their activities, particularly those of ICANN, indicate a firm commitment
to finding a model of e-politics that can serve as a basis for a more inclusive
transnational politics in the future.

Conclusions

The chapter began with the question of whether the Internet opens the way for
meaningful participation in the production of transnational norms. The answer
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to this question was provided in two ways. First, I explored theoretically whether
the Internet could provide conditions that were supportive of participatory
communities at the international level by reducing both the costs of individual
participation and the transaction costs associated with the construction of a
threshold community. The capacity of the Internet to reduce barriers of time and
space along with its ability to sustain a high volume of multi-directional commu-
nications (connectivity), and to provide efficient archive services (memory) were
seen as providing very strong potential for the efficient organization of transna-
tional political action. I then turned to a series of ‘real-world’ examples of inter-
national organizations that were applying the Internet to their operating practices
for some insight into how far these theoretical expectations could be realized. The
evidence from our three examples of the WTO, the ISO and ICANN revealed
that while not fully realizing Internet-based participatory democracy, these organ-
izations were making notable strides towards utilizing the medium to render
themselves more participatory and accountable.

One of the key lessons to have emerged from the game-theory model, however,
was that despite its various advantages, the Internet does not eliminate the
collective-action problem that permeates any political endeavour. The emergence
of spontaneous cooperation over the Net cannot be taken for granted. This was
certainly demonstrated in the three case studies analyzed, since all revealed a
reliance on some form of central coordination to facilitate online participation.
Such dependency on centralized direction of course introduces additional ten-
sions in terms of the risks to free expression and the emergence of technocratic
elite. The challenge here, therefore, is to devise mechanisms that could ensure the
meaningfulness of the deliberation process, despite the existence of such ‘residual’
authority. Take, for example, the transnational process of standard setting. It is
possible to imagine several mechanisms by which the integrity of the deliberative
process could be guaranteed. First, the constitution of the international organi-
zation should ensure that the public is given a meaningful role in decision-making
structures. The organization could be obliged, for example, to collect a certain
threshold number of public comments before submitting a standard for approval,
and to incorporate a specified number of these comments into the final rule.
There could also be a requirement for making public the reasons for rejecting any
civic proposals. Electronically available archives of public comments should allow
readers to check these institutional commitments. Such obligations could counter
the current tendency of public officials to discount electronic mail, which is
perceived as ‘cheap talk’, and give more credence to traditional modes of
communication (Bimber 2001: 3).

Aside from these more generic barriers to developing meaningful forms of
Internet-based participation, one should not disregard the additional ‘technological’
challenges that international organizations face in setting up Net-based participa-
tion. One obvious challenge comes in the shape of the electronic global divide.
A fair and equitable scheme of electronic participation cannot be implemented
without the support of a highly accessible computer network. This is certainly
not the case for many countries in the world today. There are big gaps in the
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percentage of Internet usage between the developed and developing regions.
The 2001 UNDP annual report notes that while in high-income OECD countries
(excluding the United States) 28 per cent of the population are connected to the
Net (54 per cent in the United States), the percentage in developing regions
ranges from 3.9 per cent in Eastern Europe to 0.4 per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa
and South Asia (UNDP 2001: 13). A further threat to the project of electronic
participation in the transnational realm is the potential it holds for identity fraud.
The greater anonymity and remoteness of cyberspace makes authentication of
individuals problematic in general, but when one moves to the global level
this problem is compounded, as ICANN discovered when trying to implement its
‘at-large’ elections.

E-democracy, therefore, does not resolve some of the chief dilemmas of dem-
ocratic political action. However, it does offer one of the most promising paths by
which the public can be incorporated into the ‘making’ of global law. As was indi-
cated in the third section this process has already begun. The experiences of the
WTO, the ISO and ICANN provide useful lessons for utilizing the new ICTs
to support new participatory schemes. The challenge society is facing today is to
continue this experimentation process and extend it to other transnational
domains.

Notes

1 See: EC – Measures Concerning Meat and Meat Products (Hormones), Report of the Appellate
Body, WT/DS26/AB/R, WT/DS48/AB/R, 16 January 1998; United States – Import
Prohibition of Certain Shrimp and Shrimp Products, Report of the Appellate Body,
WT/DS58/AB/R, 12 October 1998; European Communities – Measures Affecting Asbestos
and Asbestos-Containing Products, Report of the Appellate Body, WT/DS135/AB/R,
12 March 2001.

2 The ISO 14000 series is a wide-ranging collection of international, voluntary environ-
mental standards, which deals with a variety of corporate-management issues. For
details on the Codex Commission see �http://www.codexalimentarius.net/�.

3 This view of legitimacy stands in contrast to non-procedural accounts that are based
on the compatibility of a regime with a particular understanding of the common good.
Such accounts are problematic since they presuppose an agreed-upon definition of the
common good, and leave unresolved the question of the criteria for determining
compatibility. For more extensive discussions of these issues see Bodansky (1999), and
Weiler (1997).

4 See ‘The Changing Face of Protest’, The Financial Times, 31 July/1 August 1999: 12; Guy
de Jonquie ‘Network Guerrillas’, The Financial Times, 30 April 1998 (commenting
on the successful campaign against the OECD failed Multilateral Agreement on
Investment).

5 The model builds on a long tradition of threshold public-goods models, which started
with Olson’s ‘The Logic of Collective Action’. See, for example: McLean (2000: 655),
Palfrey and Rosenthal (1994), and Rapoport (1985).

6 It is assumed here that the public protest has a discrete effect: that is, the political good
would be provided with some probability (e.g. �) in K, but not in K � 1. � does not
increase in K. It is possible to relax this assumption and to build a model that links
between the numbers of participants and the probability of the political good being
provided. I do not pursue this path here.
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7 In real life, public reactions are likely, of course, to differ in their content and effect.
This could reflect the lack of a clear consensus in the public, and various other factors
(e.g. the fact that the identity of the commentator might influence the response of the
international organization). On the assumptions of our model the debated norm will
not be changed unless there are at least K people, which agree that this change is
worthwhile.

8 In my model Vi is constructed as a purely instrumental variable. I thus do not assume
that the act of participation holds some intrinsic value for the participator, which is
independent of the instrumental value of his political action. This assumption is
somewhat contrary to Downs (1957) famous calculus of voting. Downs argued that vot-
ing holds an intrinsic value for voters, which reflects a citizen’s sense of duty towards
the community in which he lives and his desire to preserve the institution of ‘democ-
racy’. I believe, however, that this assumption is inappropriate to the transnational
game discussed here. Downs’s argument takes place within a well-established commu-
nity, with shared values, tradition and history. None of these exists, a priori, in the
transnational context. A citizen’s duty is something that evolves parallel to the emer-
gence of a community; it is not something that could be presumed independently of
such emergence. The notion of civic duty cannot provide, then, an exclusive and inde-
pendent explanation to the individual decision to participate. It becomes part of the
strategic calculus that characterizes the participation process, and thus cannot resolve
the puzzle of its original emergence.

9 This is a reflection of my earlier assumption that raising the number of participants
from N to N � 1 does not increase the probability of the good being provided. Relaxing
this assumption could change the reasoning profile of a potential contributor. In such
a case, an individual might still decide to contribute, even though he believes there are
K contributors (without himself ), if he believes that the increase in the probability of
the political good being provided (caused by his participation) would be higher than his
participatory costs. This, of course, could change the game equilibria.

10 Another implicit condition is that the net value of the political action – (Vi(Pg) � Ci) –
is larger than the (net) value of any alternative action – the outside option – that the
individual could have pursued instead (in or outside the Net). Otherwise, even if
condition (1) is satisfied, the individual will not take this path.

11 I assume that k ≠ 1 and k ≠ N. It is assumed also that the rules of the game, as well as
the values of all the relevant factors (e.g. of K, N �, �) are common knowledge.

12 Each of these combinations represents a stable Nash Equilibrium because none of the
players has an incentive to deviate from it unilaterally. None of the N � N� players will
have an incentive to participate because for them Ci � Vi(Pg). None of the N � � K
players will have an incentive to participate because, although for them Ci � Vi(Pg), by
not participating they can save Ci but still get Vi(Pg). As to the K participants – because
each of them believes (by assumption) that he is ‘pivotal’, he would not defect because
this would mean losing Vi(Pg) � Ci.

13 Since B/A � [(N � � c)!/(K !(N � � 1 � K )!]/[N �!/(K !(N � � K )!] � (N � � K )/N �.
14 A numerical example could help in illustrating the dilemma facing an individual par-

ticipant (i), in deciding whether to participate in a political game. Imagine that there
are thirty potential participants (N �) and that the size of the threshold community (K )
is 10. The first solution that was noted above means that there are 30!/(10!(30 � 10)!),
that is 30045015 possible equilibria (or coalitions). If the individual would rule himself
out of the potential contributors there would still be 29!/(29!(29 � 10)!) or 20030010
potential equilibria. While the number of potential coalitions was reduced by one-third
it remained high enough to discount any sense of individual criticality, making ‘free-
riding’ an appealing option. Note, however, that if all the members of the community
would follow this line of reasoning none would contribute. Thus, i is facing two plau-
sible, but contradictory predictions, in which his investment is portrayed as both critical
and redundant.

148 Oren Perez



15 For studies that examined the extent to which the perception of ‘individual efficacy’
plays a role in the decision of individuals to contribute to the provision of public goods,
see Colman (1995: 215–21), and Yamagishi and Cook (1993).

16 Ostrom et al. (1994) conducted a thorough investigation of the problem of public-good
provision under various laboratory settings. Their findings indicate that adding oppor-
tunities for communication in the game yields, in a very consistent fashion, higher
levels of cooperation. See, Ostrom et al. (1994: 145–69, 195–9).

17 The profile of any selected equilibrium (or coalition) should be treated probably as a
random phenomenon, caused by accidental fluctuations and unplanned perturbations
in the border between society and consciousness. A similar uncertainty exists in the
case of physical systems. See Kelso (1995 10).

18 For this broad interpretation of the idea of transaction cost, see Calabresi (1991).
19 To the critical role of ‘assurance’ in the emergence of cooperation in prisoner-dilemma

type games, see, for example, Hayashi et al. (1999).
20 Going beyond this image of ‘transaction costs’ as a constraint on the number of viable

coalitions requires a very detailed description of the mechanism that will be used to
counter any transaction barriers. The features of this mechanism (e.g. the intervention
of a group leader seeking to construct a threshold community) will determine a new
game. As it is impossible to provide a complete catalogue of these potential mecha-
nisms, the structure of this unfolding game and the strategic dilemmas it generates,
cannot be specified in advance. However, what is important in our context is that there
are convincing empirical studies, which show that offering more opportunities for
communication and assurance signals raises the prospects of cooperation. For an
example of a concrete analysis, which explores the effect of a particular coordination
mechanism (recommended contributions) on the voluntary provision of public goods,
see Croson and Marks (2001).

21 Assuming some kind of institutional intervention does not mean that we should rule
out the potential role of private group-leaders. Even if the public agency agrees to fund
(or provide directly) some of the coordination services (e.g. website facilities) it could
still leave the stage open for external leaders.

22 The introduction of the Internet should also reduce the opportunity costs of partici-
pation by reducing the time needed for participation.

23 This term is from Canan and Reichman, which gives a detailed account of the role of
institutional entrepreneurs in the development of the Ozone regime (2002: 188–9).

24 As was noted earlier CT is comprised of two elements: variable and fixed. Here I refer
only to the variable element.

25 This single-shot image is also consistent with the national experience – for example, in
the context of environmental impact assessment regimes – which are also geared towards
single-shot rounds of participation (Biswas 1992: 240–1; Dipper et al. 1998: 735).

26 Assuming that the political game is a repeated game (with infinite horizon) rather
than a single-shot game increases substantially the number of potential equilibria.
For our needs it would suffice to say that any solution of the single-shot game is
also a solution of the infinite game. Thus, any viable coalition of the base game will
constitute a solution to the repeated game. Furthermore, any combination of
these coalitions could also serve as a solution of the repeated game (to operationalize
such a solution we would need some randomizing device that would ‘pick’ a differ-
ent coalition at each stage-game; because any such coalition is a Nash solution to
the stage game such solution would be incentive compatible). See, Ostrom et al.
(1994: 71–2).

27 An additional advantage of this time persistency is that it provides some immunity
from fluctuations in the saliency of a particular transnational domain.

28 See �www.wto.org/english/forums_e/forums_e.htm�, accessed 17 July 2001.
29 A recent WTO-initiated discussion focused on ‘Trade and Sustainable Development’

�http://www.itd.org/forums/tsdfor.htm�. Message postings have focused on issues
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such as ‘Protest and WTO’, ‘Environment and WTO’ and ‘Is the WTO inherently
evil?’ (WTO Forum; accessed 17 July 2001).

30 See �www.wto.org/english/forums_e/ngo_e/ngo_e.htm� also, ‘WTO Secretariat
activities with NGOs’, WT/INF/30, 12 April 2001, and the NGO information page for
the fourth Ministerial Conference, available at �http://www-chil.wto-ministerial.org/
english/thewto_e/minist_e/min01_e/min01_ngo_e.htm�, accessed 16 December 2001.

31 Ibid.
32 A thorough discussion of ISO ‘constitutional’ framework is beyond the scope of this

chapter. For a more detailed discussion, see UNCTAD Report (UNCTAD 1996:
21–40). It is particularly enlightening in this context to compare the ISO to a recent
global initiative – the ‘Global Reporting Initiative’ (GRI) – which, through a much
more open and inclusive process, seeks to develop standards of sustainability reporting.
For further details see the GRI website �www.globalreporting.org�

33 The details of the standard-setting process are set in ISO/IEC Directive (Part 1): Procedures
for the Technical Work (a copy of which is available from the ISO website). A brief
description can be found in the document Stages of the Development of International
Standards �www.ISO.ch/infoe/proc.html�, accessed 1 March 2001. The ISO consti-
tution distinguishes between three forms of membership: full members have the right
to participate as P-members in Technical Committees, which gives them the right and
obligation to vote on all questions submitted for voting within the technical committee,
including enquiry drafts and Final Draft International Standards. Correspondent
Members can only participate in the standard-setting work as Observing-Members 
(O-Members), which allows them to attend meetings, receive documents and submit
comments. A third category – subscriber membership – usually for countries with very
small economies, establishes only a very limited contact with the ISO. See, Introduction
to ISO, available at �www.iso.ch�, and paras. 1.7 – 1.7.5 of ISO/IEC Directive (part 1).
NGOs can only gain access to the ISO standard-setting process as ‘Liaison’ organiza-
tions, a status that enable them to observe the standard-setting process, but does not
give them formal voting rights. Furthermore, to gain this limited access, NGOs have to
get the approval of the ISO Chief Executive Officer. See paras. 1.15 – 1.15.5 of
ISO/IEC Directive (part 1).

34 See, Weissinger (2001), and �www.iso.ch/e-balloting�. The new balloting scheme
maintains the system of voting rights that was established by ISO/IEC Directive (part 1).
See, User Guide to the Electronic Balloting Application, Version 1.1 (December 2000), avail-
able at �www.iso.ch/e-balloting�

35 ICANN was incorporated under California law as a ‘public benefit corporation’, for a
more detailed description of ICANN and its history see �www.icann.org� and
Weinberg (2000: 192–213).

36 WIPO is an intergovernmental organization (by 17 July 2001 it had 177 member-states),
which is responsible for the creation of a worldwide framework for the protection of intel-
lectual property rights; for further details see the WIPO website at �www.wipo.org�.
For further details about the dispute settlement rules see ICANN Uniform Domain Name
Dispute Resolution Policy, available at �www.icann.org/udrp/udrp-policy-24oct99.htm�.
For the consultative history of this policy – known as the ‘First WIPO Internet Domain
Name Process’ – see �ecommerce.wipo.int/domains�. It should be noted that ICANN
and WIPO are not the only players in the game of ‘controlling the Net’. Probably the
most important co-players are governments (especially the United. States and the EU)
and big private players such as Microsoft, Adobe, AOL, AT&T and IBM.

37 These disputes were dealt with by WIPO Arbitration and Mediation Center. The full
text of the decisions can be accessed at �arbiter.wipo.int/domains/decisions/html�.
See Julia Fiona Roberts v. Russell Boyd, Case No. D2000–0210; Parfums Christian Dior v. QTR
Corporation, Case No. D2000–0023; Penguin Books Ltd. v. the Katz Family, Case No. D2000 –
0204; Nandos International Limited v. M. Fareed Farukhi, Case No. D2000–0225.

38 See �www.icann.org/participate and forum.icann.org�
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8 Problems@labour
Towards a net-internationalism?

Stuart Hodkinson

Introduction

This chapter takes as its context the widely recognised global crisis of national

trade unionism in a ‘globalised/networked/informatised capitalist era’ (Waterman
2001), and argues that although this crisis requires a revival of union international-

ism, the history of past labour internationalisms reveals possible ‘inherent’ barriers
to such cross-border solidarity. This is where the Internet may come in. Some
thinkers and activists in and around the international labour movement argue that
while new information and communication technologies (ICTs) have been
integrally responsible for national union decline, they have also provided workers
for the first time with ‘the means to coordinate globally in the age of the multi-
national corporation’ (Davison 2000: 1). The aim of this chapter is to come to
some preliminary conclusions about the potential of the Internet to overcome
past and present obstacles to union internationalism through a critical review of
what I call the ‘net-internationalism’ perspective. The first part of the chapter sets
out the crisis of trade unionism under globalisation and examines the problem-
atic case for a new ‘union’ internationalism. Part two sets out the claims of ‘net-
internationalism’, which are then critically discussed in part three. The conclusion
argues that while the Internet has provided new and important tools for labour
internationalism, it is not the virtual solution to real-world solidarity building.

Globalisation, trade union decline and
the dilemmas of internationalism

Perhaps one of the defining features of contemporary global capitalism is the
decline of trade unionism to the extent that it ‘now faces in large parts of the world
almost total elimination as a significant social institution’ (Thomas 1995: 4). While
there is sharp disagreement in academic and trade union circles as to the long-
term implications of this crisis, few contest the present malaise in a climate of mass
unemployment, stagnant average real wage growth, chronic employment insecu-
rity, dwindling union membership and the global trend towards the curtailment of
trade union rights and political influence. This represents a dramatic turnaround
from what is considered the height of trade union power – the post-1945 era or



so-called ‘Golden Age’ of capitalism (Marglin and Schor 1990). Despite the deep
variation that existed between different national industrial relations systems, union
power was generally reflected at the level of the labour market, the labour process,
public policy and civil society. Unions were particularly powerful in western
Europe where they ‘reached a degree of influence in the economy and a level of
social protection for workers, which had never existed before’ (Visser 2000: 426).

Unprecedented postwar economic expansion driven by state-led reconstruction
helped create full employment conditions and thus strong bargaining power for
organised labour. Collective bargaining took wages and workers ‘out of competi-
tion’ with each other, curtailing employers’ ability to divide and rule over their
workforces and enabling large real wage gains and improved working and living
conditions (Visser 2000: 426). Unions’ market and industrial strength translated
into significant political influence with their participation in ‘neo-corporatist’ gov-
ernment macroeconomic and industrial management systems (Crouch 1992).
Employers and public institutions recognised unions as their ‘indispensable
partners in the industrial order’ and integrated them into policy-making circles
(Regini 1992: 2–3, 6). Welfare states effectively removed wage-determination
from competitive labour markets while the underlying Fordist mass-production
manufacturing model was conducive to unionisation and collective bargaining.
Crucially, the domestic capacity of states to pursue union-friendly demand-
management and full employment policies was supported at the international
level by the postwar international monetary system, which restricted short-term
capital flows and speculation (Cox 1994; Drache 1996).1 This political and eco-
nomic power also made unions key social actors in community and class struggle.

By the 1990s, this ‘Golden Age’ of organised labour had evaporated and ‘[t]he
prolonged pattern of divergence had been replaced by the convergent trajectories
of union decline’ (Western 1997: 21). Explanations of these trends are inevitably
much disputed and while most approaches point to the impact of mass unem-
ployment and deindustrialisation, their significance is contested. For example,
business-cycle approaches emphasise the changing elasticity of demand for
labour effects on union bargaining power and unionisation (Hirsch and Addison
1986); sociological approaches focus on the changing nature of work and work-
ers, and in particular the erosion of working-class consciousness (Meiksins 1998);
and Marxian political economy approaches variously highlight the crisis of
Fordism, the role of class conflict and the intervention of the state (Boyer and
Drache 1996; Kelly 1998; Panitch 1998). However, while all of these explanations
are relevant, it would appear impossible not to conclude that a crisis of unionism
that literally spans the entire global economy must have its root cause in a uni-
versal or global set of processes and dynamics. The argument adopted here is that
the central material and ideological factor in trade union decline is globalisation.

Globalisation is a highly contested term and many even dispute its existence,
but there is little doubt that something quite unprecedented has happened to the
world economy in the last thirty years. In its simplest sense, globalisation refers
to ‘the increasing economic integration of the world’ towards a global as opposed
to an international economy characterised by growing interconnectedness and
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interdependence between countries, cultures and economies (Brown and
Hogendorn 2000). The most important aspect of globalisation is the transforma-
tion of the production process, which is increasingly globally organised and
technologically networked, incorporating ‘components produced in many differ-
ent locations by different firms, and assembled for specific purposes and specific
markets in a new form of production and commercialisation: high-volume,
flexible, customized production’ (Castells 1996: 96). This deterritorialisation of
production has enabled Transnational Corporations (TNCs) to quickly transfer
many parts of their production line virtually anywhere in the world and thus cre-
ate a ‘world market for both labor and industrial sites’ (Mittelman 1996a: 4). This
has enabled companies to pursue a range of strategies towards decimating
labour’s collective power such as subcontracting work offshore (Castells 1996;
Klein 2000) or by making ‘plant survival and new investment dependent upon
unions accepting certain new demands such as restricting wage claims or indus-
trial activity’ as well as the intensification of the work effort (Bacon and Blyton
1999). Governments too have become ‘increasingly constrained in their freedom
of manoeuvre by the economic policies of other states as by the investment deci-
sions of internationally mobile capital’ (Gill and Law 1988: 92). This has reduced
the state’s capacity to pursue policies favourable to trade union influence. Overall,
the result is that capital can now ‘divide and rule’ over governments and workers
by threatening to source from or transfer production and jobs to other countries,
or to curtail future investments.

In this context, labour organising on a national scale appears increasingly at
odds with a new globalising economy, and it would seem axiomatic that if they
are to at least survive, unions must engage in international cooperation and
solidarity with fellow workers in other countries and continents to protect global
wages, employment and labour standards and confront and constrain the power
of capital mobility by increasing the power and efficacy of the democratic wel-
fare state. Indeed, the rationale of labour internationalism is contained within the
very structural logic of a networked global capitalism. Global campaigns against
TNCs could have a major impact because TNCs dominate many ‘nominally
independent employers’ and set ‘world-wide trends in working conditions’
(Moody 1997: 62). Successful action is feasible because TNCs are vulnerable at
many points of their cross-border chains and thus ‘the entire production network
can be brought to a standstill’ through local strikes in key locations (Breitenfellner
1997: 547). And as we shall shortly discuss, the use of new ICTs by global firms
in their strategies against labour can be turned to labour’s advantage through
cross-border union communication networks of information-sharing on corpo-
rate economic data, pay-bargaining and management strategies (Lee 1997).

However, the prospects for a new labour internationalism appear deeply
uncertain. Despite the praxis of worker internationalism since at least 1864 with the
founding of Marx’s International Working Men’s Association (aka the First
International), the actual history of international worker solidarity has been domi-
nated by failure, continually undermined by nationalism, economism, ideological
divisions, organisational problems and resource weaknesses. For example, during the
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Cold War, the international union movement split into two rival factions when anti-
Communist unions withdrew from the World Federation of Trade Unions ( WFTU)
to create the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions ( ICFTU) in 1949.
This not only isolated Eastern unions from West, but it also ‘sharpened divisions
between communist and non-communist unions in Western countries’ (O’Brien
2000: 537). The ICFTU and WFTU essentially became ‘transmission belts for the
priorities of the interests of US and USSR labor-state alliances’ while domestic
labour politics of developing countries were increasingly penetrated by Cold War
politics through ‘divisive interventions rather than assistance towards the creation of
autonomous unions’ ( Thomson and Larson 1978; Spalding 1988; Stevis 1998: 9).
Cold War divisions also scuppered the attempt to create World Company Councils
(WCCs) and achieve global contract and multinational bargaining during the 1960s
and 1970s (Stevis 1998: 13). Meanwhile, efforts to overcome these obstacles were
continually frustrated by the poor means of communication between trade unions of
different industries, countries, continents and the cost of flying officials from around
the world to conferences and meetings (Lee 1997: 13).

Recent optimistic voices have argued that the end of the Cold War has
removed the major ‘ideological cleavage’ that had previously split workers’ organ-
isations (O’Brien 2000: 536). Yet its legacy remains undoubtedly disruptive.
The past ‘divisive interventions’ of the ICFTU and the American Federation of
Labor-Congress of Industrial Organization (AFL-CIO) in particular have not
been expunged from the collective memories of developing countries and the
domination of international trade union structures by Cold War politics has left
them weak ‘with limited powers and resources’ (Stevis 1998: 12). Yet even if one
accepts that the geopolitical climate has become more conducive to a renewed
internationalism, there exist strong theoretical arguments that the pursuit of
cross-national cooperation among workers is inherently compromised. For exam-
ple, when Levinson (1972) argued that the internationalisation of capital would
inevitably overcome the objective and subjective barriers to full-scale inter-
national trade unionism, he was decisively countered by a sustained outpouring
of writings which argued that building international solidarity would always be
confronted by the natural ‘disunity of labour’ in contrast to the intrinsic ‘organic
unity of capital’ (Olle and Schoeller 1977; Haworth and Ramsay 1988; Ramsay
1997: 510). In other words, while all workers share the same structural rela-
tionship to capital as wage-labour in the abstract, in the concrete they do not share
the same circumstances, realities and relations ‘among themselves and with actu-
ally existing employers’ (Hyman 1999: 95). Hence, globalisation may erode such
differentiation by compressing the global and local experience, but under acute
internationally competitive conditions with the threat to jobs and livelihoods
of possible capital flight, it could just as easily divide labour along national lines.
Olle and Schoeller (1977) argued that internationalism could therefore only be
politically constructed, but conceded that such a task was always threatened by
states and firms appealing to nationalist and protectionist sentiments.

It is almost certainly as a result of these factors, as well as many others, that as
capitalist relations have gone global, the scope of union organisation, strategy and
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ethos has remained nationally embedded. Indeed, virtually all union strategies
aim to adapt union members to competitive business considerations and engage
in ‘enterprise egoism’, that is, making the survival of the firm the union’s top
priority to ensure that their members maintain their jobs (Hyman 1999). This
nationalistic approach serves only to accelerate and deepen the power of TNCs
and harm the overall position of labour in the global economy – as unions com-
pete with each other for investment and world market shares, their competitive
offers on wage levels, working conditions and productivity are not one-off adjust-
ments but form part of a constant blackmailing process that hits the poorest work-
ers and countries hardest first and keeps going to workers everywhere. By accepting
and engaging themselves in the globalisation process, unions are being reconsti-
tuted from both inside/outside into mere agencies of global capital.

Nevertheless, the last decade has seen signs of an upsurge in international trade
union activity and cross-border solidarity and a growing number of activists and
academics argue that the qualitative form of this resurgence contains one impor-
tant and potentially significant difference from the past – the Internet. It is to
these claims that we now turn.

Cyberspace and solidarity: the emergence of
net-internationalism

Since the end of the Cold War, a pronounced escalation has occurred in the
international activities of trade unions and labour movements. Most writing
focuses on the ‘vertical’ activities of ‘official’ structures of international trade
unionism such as the ICFTU, the International Trade Secretariats (ITSs) and the
European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) to whom national trade unions
are affiliated and use to represent and coordinate their international efforts.
Taylor (1999: 4) argues that through these institutions, ‘[t]he international trade
union movement has established a common agenda for collective action at the
international level in recent years’. Recent research has also documented more
‘horizontal’ cross-border cooperation between national unions. Lambert and
Webster (2001: 337, 349) focus on the emergence of SIGTUR ‘a new network/
organization of southern unions . . . from Latin America, Southern Africa, Asia
and Australasia’ whose aim is ‘to build a strong Southern unionism focused on
global action campaigns’ in alliance with other social movements. There is also
significant work on the activities of internationally minded NGOs such as Women
Working WorldWide involved in grassroots cross-border labour networking,
bypassing official union structures and working directly with unorganised workers
or independent labour movements (Hale and Shaw 2001).

This revival of labour internationalism‘s’ is rooted in both necessity with the
crisis of national labour organising in the era of globalisation, and possibility with
the technological, ideational and structural processes of globalisation helping to
breaking down previous obstacles and opening up new opportunities for transna-
tional labour activism. The focus here is on the technological aspect with the
role played by new ICTs and particularly the Internet. As Bailey (1999: 1) argues,
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‘[c]omputer technology has created the conditions for a global communication
network that is essential to the operation of capitalism today’. Yet while the
Internet has been integral to the ‘electronic reconstitution’ of class relations, there
has also been a simultaneous upsurge in computer-mediated local, national,
regional and crucially global protest demonstrated in the now classic example of
the Zapatistas in 1994, which precipitated a number of highly public uses of the
Internet by different groups. It is in this context that many unions, grassroots
activists and labour academics have begun purring about the possibilities and
activities of the Internet for both trade union revival, and specifically, labour
internationalism.

In his groundbreaking book, The Labour Movement and the Internet: The New

Internationalism, Lee (1997) sets out the bones of what I call ‘net-internationalism’.
In short, he argues that the very instrument of TNC power can be turned against
global capital through its adoption and adaptation by the trade union movement
in its pursuit of international solidarity. His central proposition, mirroring other con-
tributions in this area, is that while the Internet is not a panacea, computer-mediated
communications (CMC) are actively (re)-internationalising the labour movement
by solving some of the problems that beset previous internationalism through the
annihilation of time/space/cost, in the communication of information, organisation

and solidarity culture. The following analysis provides a synthesis of these arguments.
The most important aspect of the Internet for internationalism is its ability to

store, process and enable additional and alternative hyper-rapid 24-hour cross-
border information-sharing between trade unions all over the world. Through
email, electronic messages containing anything from simple text to computer
programs, databases and pictures can be sent to potentially unlimited numbers of
other trade unionists in seconds and at very low cost. Websites can store text,
pictures, sounds and even videos, which can be used by trade unions to publish
information on virtually everything, and is accessible to anyone and anywhere
when connected to the Internet. This has a number of important benefits.
Members can be immediately alerted to changes in national collective agree-
ments, negotiations, macroeconomic data, employer strategies and production
techniques as well as labour disputes, strikes and employer/state assaults. By link-
ing every national trade union website home page to the other, and to official and
independent international websites, members can just as easily find out interna-
tional union news as local and national news, effectively joining up all the trade
union and labour movements around the world in what he calls a ‘global labour
information highway’. Through online strike newspapers, websites can be used to
refute management or government propaganda and explain workers’ actions, gain
media coverage and international support by helping to ‘speed up the availability
of counter-information which can be used to contradict false (or the absence of )
reporting in mainstream news services’ (Pollack 2000: 2). Moreover, email and
websites can help to by-pass the ‘elite-controlled mass media in terms of both
obtaining information and getting it out’ (Cleaver 2000: 16). So, workers from dif-
ferent countries get a sense of similar struggles in other regions and countries,
regardless of time, place and race through an informational flow that they would
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not otherwise have received and thus a struggle or series of struggles they would
ordinarily not have known about.

This communication tool will also overcome many past organisational obstacles
to coordinating international solidarity efforts. For example, by combining global
interactive databases with email, online chat and videoconferencing, trade unions
can hold ‘virtual’ international conferences and meetings for the purposes of
multinational collective bargaining with TNC employers (Thorpe 1999: 219–20).
Lee (1997: 13) argues that this ‘virtual’ medium for international meetings is the
‘solution to the budgetary problems’ faced by the WCCs in 1970s. The increasing
availability of Internet translation programs, although imperfect, also enable such
information to be shared to all trade unionists of whatever nationality and lan-
guage. Moreover, by turning trade unions into ‘e-unions’ or ‘cyberunions’, not
only can they achieve an optimum level of organisational efficiency releasing
scarce resources, they can also become what Bill Gates calls in business circles
‘digital nervous systems’ (Darlington 2000b: 2). Lee (1997: 184) argues that as
every trade union gradually comes online, it will eventually be possible to have
what he calls a ‘global early warning network’ on trade union rights whereby
through email (or phone or fax if necessary), any news story of a worker or union
involved in a sudden and serious violation of their human and labour rights could
be posted to every trade unionist in the world instantly asking for their support.
Finally, organisation through cyberspace can also become militancy in cyberspace
by using the Internet to directly target employers and states through ‘hactivism’
or international action sending mass emails of protest often by simply clicking on
a specific link on a trade union website that has a specially designed web engine
to launch ‘ping’ or mail bomb attacks against websites that overtax its ‘reload’
function or load memory banks with emails (Cleaver 1999: 17).

Reinforcing the instrumental global information and communication flows
facilitating international action, the Internet is also seen as creating a new, more
conducive place for reinforcing and building a shared ‘global solidarity culture’ of
labour everywhere (Waterman 2001). Cyberspace helps forge these cross-border
cultural affinities in two main ways. First, the use of hypertext and hyper-linking
on the World Wide Web and its ability to instantly pick up foreign workers’ news,
culture and struggles ‘contributes by its very nature to internationalism and the ideals
of global solidarity’ (Waterman 2001: 39) and thus helps trade unionists to ‘tran-
scend their own local and national limitations’ and feel ‘part of a global commu-
nity based not on language or skin colour, but social class – and a vision of a new
society’ Lee (1997: 179). Second, constructing what Hyman (1999: 107) calls an
‘organic solidarity’ for a new global workforce requires a continuous dialogue at
every level and cyberspace provides this discursive arena. Waterman (2001: 16)
argues that the very ‘logic of the computer is one of feedback’, thus helping
unions and workers move away from a unidirectional, one-to-many, top-down
instrumental flow of information towards a multidirectional, reciprocal, dialogi-
cal exchange that could take place through e-conferences, mailing and discussion
lists, a dialectical process ‘in which initial positions are transformed and a new
synthesis reached’ between workers of different countries.
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Of course, the literature is still in its infancy and lacks critical theoretical and
empirical investigation, and the deliberate synthesis presented here hides consid-
erable differences in conceptual frameworks, arguments, visions, expectations and
examples employed. In the space allowed, it is not possible to engage in a detailed
theoretical analysis of these perspectives, but it is worth briefly mapping out 
a preliminary framework for future research. Generally speaking, there are three
interrelated but distinct categories of net-internationalism: instrumental-
organisational, organisational-solidaristic and solidaristic-communicative.
Instrumental-organisational approaches fall under Waterman’s (2001: 16) con-
ceptualisation of the dominant union approach/use of the Internet as primarily
a tool for ‘faster, cheaper, further-reaching’ communication, presenting new
opportunities for organisational efficiency and mobilising trade union action
and would best describe the work of Darlington (2000a,b) and Shostak (1999).
Organisational-solidaristic perspectives focus on the informational and organisa-
tional benefits of the Internet for subjective solidarity-building through building
a global worker-culture within the existing international trade union movement
and would best describe the position of Lee’s (1997) and Bailey’s (1997) position.
The solidaristic-communicative approach might be associated with the work of
Waterman (2001: 16) and takes this theme one step further, seeing the Internet
primarily as ‘cyberspace’ and cyberspace as a kind of Habermasian ‘ideal speech
situation’, a place with ‘unlimited possibilities for international dialogue, creativ-
ity and the invention/discovery/development of new values, new attitudes, new
dialogues’. Within these three approaches, a range of expectations exist on what
contribution the Internet can make to internationalism depending on both the
respective analysis of the problems confronting internationalism and the relative
efficacy of the Internet in solving these.

Discussion: problems@labour or problems@internet?

There is little doubt that the informational, organisational and solidaristic quali-
ties of the Internet are being increasingly employed by national and international
trade union organisations. First, of an estimated 391 million people online
(www.euroktg.com/globalstats), Lee estimates that well over 60 million are prob-
ably trade unionists (Lee 2000a: 14–16) and whereas in 1999 around
1,500 labour websites existed, today there are 2,700 trade union websites alone
(Lee 2001 citing Freeman), albeit dominated by North American and western
European unions. In Britain, nearly all TUC-affiliated unions are online (Ward
and Lusoli 2003) and there are now around 300 union websites, a substantial
growth from the 211 in late 2000 (�http.dmoz.org� Lee 2000b). In the United
States, fifty-six out of sixty-six AFL-CIO-affiliated unions are online with dozens
more local branches networked (AFL-CIO 2001). Importantly, nearly all interna-
tional union organisations are online such as the ICFTU, ILO and ITSs with
multilingual website access to their press releases, campaign information, resource
tools and latest international trade union news.

Second, many regional and international union organisations have been
using new ICTs to develop interactive databases of information on multinational
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corporations, economic trends and management strategies for the purposes of
national and international collective bargaining as well as more proactive strategies.
For example, the Public Services International (PSI) has a multilingual database
on privatisation and associated multinationals, with files on over 2,000 companies
monitoring takeover and merger activities, financial and political developments
and issues of performance, pricing, financing, employment and political relations,
including corruption. The database is used to answer enquiries from trade unions
affiliated to PSI, and others, on the companies and other information contained
in the database. It also allows online access to information on companies, recent
news and PSI-related reports and publications. The PSI is trying to develop elec-
tronic links between databases and information on privatisation between trade
union and universities from Brazil, Canada, India, South Africa and Spain
(www.psiru.org).

Third, the interaction between the infinite sources of corporate information
located on the World Wide Web, the creation of union websites and databases
and the growth of independent labour movement websites, mailing and discus-
sion lists and web forums, has created an embryonic form of what Lee (1997)
envisages as an ‘online international labour press’ with a built-in ‘global labour
early warning network’. For example, embodying and indeed forming much of
this is Lee’s own LabourStart website (www.labourstart.org) – the most comprehen-
sive, multilingual and up-to-date global labour news service in all forms of media.
The main website contains links to global labour news stories (national, regional
and internationalist) usually taken from official online media and directly added
to a database by 127 volunteer correspondents from around thirty different coun-
tries. The database then updates the website every 15 minutes. LabourStart’s home
page has a summary of the latest world’s major union headlines of that and pre-
vious recent days. The main site contains important features such as requests
for urgent international solidarity action, discussion forums, a ‘Labour News
Network’ to which contributors add/delete modify their own labour-related
stories, directories of trade union websites and labour media, a ‘Global Labour
Calendar’ with a day-by-week-by-month events guide for unions and software to
both place a ‘Labour NewsWire’ on any other labour website – a live news feed
of LabourStart’s latest five or ten headlines from either own country or globally in
your own language – and a trade union web browser dedicated to unions.
LabourStart is in 10 languages – Dutch, English, Esperanto, French, Italian,
Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, Swedish and Turkish, and aims to add one
more language every month through volunteers.

Fourth and perhaps most important has been the ability to rapidly mobilise
international acts of solidarity through the Internet. By posting requests for soli-
darity on mailing lists and/or union and labour websites, campaigns such as the
1995–1998 Liverpool Dockers lockout received international prominence and
saw dockers in the United States, Australia, Spain and Israel take solidarity action
in their support. In 1997, the Bridgestone/Firestone dispute with the United
Steelworkers of America came to an end when the International Federation of
Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM) helped the US
union launch an international ‘cyberstrike’ against the tyre corporation: unionists
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and other web surfers were shown how to bombard the company with protests
during a global ‘day of outrage’ by ‘providing a list of addresses on its website to
facilitate the unauthorised occupation of the sites and electronic mailboxes of
the company’s management, as well as of those of car makers and distributors,
tyre retailers and other bodies with a stake in Bridgestone’ (Breitenfellner 1997:
547). The Internet was vital to the success of the 1998 Australian dockers’ dispute
with their government in 1998. Lee (2000c: 5) argues that within days of the
dispute starting, ‘the threat of a boycott of Australian shipping emerged . . . largely
thanks to the web and email’ creating international solidarity. Finally, in early
2000, the South Korean union KCTU won the release of seventeen workers
arrested and brutalised during a non-violent trade union sit-in by sending urgent
appeals by email to international contacts, publishing the president’s email
address and urging protest messages to be sent (Lee: 2000c 7).

Yet, while these achievements appear impressive, we need to be critically aware
of their actual and potential significance for ‘union internationalism’ itself, and
this is a far more contested terrain of debate. Objectively, the Internet is provid-
ing workers and their organisations with revolutionary new organisational and
communicational tools to engage in internationalism. Plenty of evidence supports
the idea that the Internet is facilitating internationalism through transnational
business networks, international discussion/mailing lists, cross-border political
appeals for solidarity support and cross-border protest organisation. The Internet
enables for the first time, in theory, a qualitative and quantitative shift in inclusiv-
ity, representativeness and internationalism. National trade union and labour
groups from different countries can now meet, discuss, debate, dialogue, swap
information and stories in cyberspace and in real time without having to set foot
outside their offices and countries when previous means of communication were
almost non-existent in relation to this. A top-down process can now become
a two-way process. This is not necessarily a shift from verticalism to horizontal-
ism, but it does enable feedback mechanisms that can transform, radically, initial
positions and reach consensus.

For example, the Internet allows top-level position papers, which will eventu-
ally form the expression of the ‘international labour movement’s’ position, to
actually be downloaded from the ICFTU or ITS website anywhere in the world,
disseminated to first previously marginalised national labour organisations in the
South, and then, given the nature of the position being proposed, to the mem-
bership, analysed in detail and consulted upon with drafted additions and amend-
ments. This should allow for a more representative position to be created and if
it is not, then national unions and movements can produce alternative position
papers or critiques, again circulating them among their membership, but also to
sympathetic supporters in other countries, to build up a counter-consensus which
may not only dramatically internationalise the debate, but may also lead to the
‘official’ body changing its position and thus gaining the support of a much larger
group of the world’s workers. This happened, for example, at the women’s
Fourth World Conference in Beijing in 1995, when the Internet was used by
women’s NGOs to facilitate the participation of thousands of women from
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around the world. As Gittler (1999: 95) argues:

[t]he public electronic spaces for discussion and information sharing also
helped demystify UN proceedings. Discussions previously reserved for a few
governmental delegates and observers at the United Nations were now open
to anyone able to access the medium.

However, there is much more to overcoming the obstacles to internationalism
than the Internet can solve on its own, due to both the nature of these obstacles
and some of the shortcomings of the Internet, which are focused on here. It is
essential to reiterate that as we start to move away from the richest countries with
predominantly white service and industrial workforces towards the poorest,
predominantly black, Arab and oriental agricultural proletariats, computer access
falls from being insufficient to almost non-existent. Only about 5 per cent of the
global population are actually online and therefore the vast majority of trade
unionists, actual and potential, do not and cannot use the Internet. While it is pos-
sible to use other technologies in conjunction with the Internet as the global
women’s movement has through ‘connected’ women acting as bridges to ‘uncon-
nected’ groups ‘by repackaging on-line information and sharing it through other
communication channels such as print, fax, telephone, radio and theatre’ (Farwell
et al. 1999: 106), most of the developing world has no real telecommunications
infrastructure to do even this. Moreover, both the Internet and international trade
unionism remain dominated by the English language and while translation soft-
ware may solve the technical side, it does not create political will. For example,
contrast the resource-poor LabourStart and its volunteer system in nine different
languages, growing month by month, to the relatively resource-rich ICFTU and
its paltry three languages (English, French, Spanish).

Problems are also faced through the increasing employer and state offensive on
Internet use and privacy. Employers in the United States, Britain and Germany
have recently been given powers to legally monitor and sack workers browsing
websites and using email for personal use and even union work. This highlights
the weakness of email itself, which Lee (2000b) compares to ‘sending a postcard . . .
open to reading by all the computers that pass it along the internet to its destina-
tion’. Consequently, employers are actively challenging and prohibiting employee
use of corporate computer networks for union activity (see Miller 2000 on the
recent dispute between the Washington Post and its employees). Moreover, as recent
research by Lee (2000a) reveals, the institutions created by the US government to
manage, govern and decide the future of the Internet, primarily ICANN, are
‘completely unrepresentative, undemocratic, and unaccountable . . . all completely
dominated by transnational corporate capital’. While the implications of this con-
trol require more research, we have already seen corporations turning the tables
on cyber-solidarity actions. In December 2000, the Narco News Bulletin – 
a US-based publication highlighting the role of US corporations in Narcotics
production and trade – suffered a six-day shutdown after its email account and
website suffered major technical problems from an alleged mail-bomb attack by
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the US lawyer-lobbyist firm Akin Gump who allegedly represent the Colombian
government and drugs traffickers (Giordano 2000). This has been compounded
more recently by the confirmed existence of ECHELON – a global satellite
system for intercepting private and commercial communications including email
(European Parliament 2001).

Many of these problems are openly acknowledged by cyber-enthusiasts and it
is true that some are being overcome all the time through technological and
software development. However, where net-internationalism is perhaps at its
weakest is in its most important and radical claims concerning the solidaristic and
cultural potential of cyberspace. It is not just memories of the Cold War and the
divisive interventions of the ICFTU and AFL-CIO in developing countries that
present fundamental barriers to internationalism. The everyday experiences of
workers in a globalising economy remain nationalistic, parochial, highly localised
and differentiated and are continually shaped by capitalist ideology, in particular
the ideology and practice of economic nationalism. So, while a radical and effec-
tive internationalism will not be achieved without the development of what
Waterman (2001) calls a ‘global solidarity culture’, the problem is how to get to
this state and whether the Internet, or cyberspace, can help achieve this.
Waterman certainly believes so, arguing that through the Internet, a ‘global
solidarity dialogue’ can construct the kind of organic solidarity required for it to
be internationally felt and adhered to.

However, Waterman and others are regrettably, if understandably, vague about
the details. In practical terms, how and when is this dialogue going to take place
and who will it take place between? Are we talking about the leaders and elites of
the world’s various trade unions, including the official international organisations,
getting cosy in cyberspace? Is it a dialogue between elite and grassroots? Or is this
just a grassroots thing? Given that the Internet is still only, and likely to remain so
for the considerable future, largely a plaything of North America, Europe and
sporadic elements in the developing world, how ‘global’ do we envisage this
dialogue being? Waterman is right that the logic of the computer is ‘feedback’ –
but who will be sending and who will be feeding back? If dialogue is problematic
then how difficult will it be to create a solidarity culture both globally and
between workers?

Tarrow (2000: 11, 13) reminds us that solidarity culture comes from social net-
works that provide the ‘interpersonal trust, the collective identities and the social
communication of opportunities that galvanise individuals into collective action’.
Such identities are ‘negotiated among people who know one another, meet
frequently, and work together on common projects . . . identities are dependent on
networks’. These vital social networks have, therefore, only been hitherto accessi-
ble to local and national people. Can they be accessible to an international com-
munity? Does the Internet recreate the necessary conditions for such global social
networks to evolve into solidarity activity itself ? Waterman would seem to believe
so, but it his reference to the work of Escobar (1999) as his inspiration that betrays
his own doubts. Escobar (1999: 32) talks of a ‘cultural politics of cyberspace’ best
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achieved and most effective if there is ‘an ongoing tacking back and forth between
cyberpolitics . . . political activism in the physical locations at which the networker
sits and lives’. The power of the Internet to create a political community of
feeling in this way is undeniable and can be witnessed during the unsuccessful
1996–1997 Citizens for Local Democracy (C4LD) campaign in Ontario, Canada,
in the preliminary organisation of global civic movement that shut down the
WTO at Seattle in 1999. Through browsing the website and becoming
involved in the online cyberpolitical community, C4LD saw local people actually
inspired to go to physical meetings and participate in the campaign. Just as
Escobar argues, solidarity was built by what C4LD’s principal web activist Liz
Rykert called ‘breathing in and breathing out’ with members from both real
and virtual worlds continually moving back and forth between the two realms,
creating a community of feelings and shared values (O’Malley 1998: 22). The
same is true of Seattle.

So clearly the Internet can create solidarity cultures, but can Escobar’s model
and those of C4LD and Seattle be applied to labour internationalism? It would
appear not. Their strength lies both in the ability of activists to move in and out
of real and virtual activist communities due to their proximity, and the fact that
these two supposedly different worlds are actually the same because it is the same

people doing the ‘tacking in and out’. In contrast, workers engaging in interna-
tionalism cannot move as easily back and forth from cyber- to real-world activism
because they do not live in the same locality nor work in the same conditions.
The solidarity cultures and networks created on the Internet are unlikely to 
be cemented by real-world contact between say Canadian and Japanese workers,
but it is this very interface between cyberspace and real place of everyday, face-
to-face relations that is the key to the most important part of solidarity – building
trust.

Moreover, C4LD and Seattle were essentially single-issue campaigns working
towards a definite end goal in a fixed real-world location and dominated by pre-
existing, and in the case of Seattle internationally organised, social movements and
NGOs – perhaps symbolically, organised labour played a very small part in these
cyber-communities. So the Internet didn’t so much create a global solidarity cul-
ture as link different solidarities together globally. Groups such as the environ-
mental movement were already coherent activist movements with an inherently
global ethic and outlook and a long history of internationalism and even pio-
neering cyberactivism. So when Seattle activists left their cyber-communities,
they re-entered their actual communities and their existing coherent activist
groups and engaged in local workshops, meetings and events. Again, these ingre-
dients do not correlate to union internationalism because the world’s unions 
do not have a specific target, goal or project, nor do they have a pre-existing
global solidarity culture. To compound this, global solidarity must form on the
basis of workers and trade unions who are already suffering from a crisis of
national solidarity, who are arguably inherently non-internationalist and many of
whom harbour deep suspicions of the Internet as a threat to jobs and their way
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of life. This makes international networks, especially between trade unionists,
extremely ephemeral and fragmentary, and whereas this might be a strength 
for horizontal social movement networks, it might be a weakness for labour
internationalism.

This is supported empirically by the fact that not only is the overwhelming use
of the Internet by trade unions for non-international solidarity purposes such as
recruiting new members (customers) and providing members with legal advice
(competitive service provision), but when net-internationalism does take place, it
tends to take the form of a commercial ‘e-greeting’ card – the unidirectional
sending of solidarity messages to striking or struggling workers to let them know
that other people support their struggle, know about it and are behind its contin-
uation. So, in sophisticating the medium of internationalism, the Internet is not
changing the message itself.

Conclusions

This chapter has argued that although the dynamics of the global crisis of organ-
ised labour necessitate a revival of union internationalism to confront and reverse
globalisation, the history of labour internationalism demonstrates that achieving
effective cross-border worker solidarity is highly problematic, being continually
jeopardised by subjective (nationalism, economism, ideology, history) and objec-
tive barriers (organisation, communication, resources). The Internet is actively
overcoming many of these past obstacles to labour internationalism by enabling
unions to mutually inform, organise and construct solidarity across national
borders with unprecedented speed and reach. However, when adding together
the continuing obstacles posed by Internet access, ownership and control with its
shortcomings for building a global solidarity culture in a movement defined by its
national outlook, it is important that the Internet does become fetishised as the
virtual solution to real-world solidarity building. Navigating through this impasse
may not so much mean changes to the Internet but changes within the interna-
tional labour movement itself.

Note

1 Such a portrayal of the postwar ‘European industrial-relations model, however,
is highly abstract and many contributions have argued against this romanticised
view of the Golden Age on two counts. First, comparativist approaches tend to empha-
sise the deep variation that existed in the levels of collective bargaining, the degree of
centralisation of unions’ and employers’ own internal administration and the role
of unions in economic and social policy, typically contrasting the virtually impotent
labour movements of countries like France, Italy, Switzerland and Holland with
Scandinavian countries where union federations were ‘involved with the government
in the administration of much public policy, not just consultation’ (Crouch 1992: 171).
Second and more fundamentally, some Marxist writers have argued that union move-
ments’ involvement in state institutions and corporatist bargaining arrangements were
unsustainable ticking time-bombs that have contributed to today’s crisis of organised
labour. Corporatism simply enabled state and capital to co-opt powerful union
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movements and reconstitute them from class organisations for the expression of workers
demands to state-subservient institutions administering wage restraint through incomes
policies.
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9 Rethinking political
participation
Experiments in Internet activism in
Australia and Britain

Jenny Pickerill

Introduction

We’ve got a desert indymedia set up in the back of a truck, trying to keep stuff
away from the dust which is . . . flying around everywhere . . . it is participatory
media so anyone can come and write a story . . . giving people here an unmediated
voice for their perspective.

(Andrew, desert.indymedia)

Camped in the inhospitable Australian desert outside the Woomera refugee
detention centre 500 km north of Adelaide, over 1,000 activists collaborated in an
action against Australia’s policy of mandatory detention of asylum seekers and its
use of the inner desert as a dumping ground. The Woomera2002 auto-nomadic
festival of freedom attracted international media attention as they physically
pulled down the fences of the centre and helped several dozen refugees escape
(Williams and Plane 2002). Internet and email were used extensively in both the
organisation of the action(s), and in sharing the protests with the world direct
through their own media.

Environmental and social justice activists1 began using email and newsgroups
in the late 1980s and by the mid-1990s several websites appeared publicising
groups’ campaigns (Young 1993). The use of new information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) by activists has since facilitated participation mobilisation,
the coordination of actions and has been used as a tactical tool in itself (Lubbers
2002). While activists face constraints in their use of ICTs – such as access prob-
lems, threats from online surveillance, corporate control and the tensions of using
environmentally damaging technology – many have been able to appropriate and
subvert the technology to their advantage.

In addition to identifying the particular ways in which activists have benefited
or struggled with the technology (Pickerill 2001b), examination of activists’ ICT
use can be used to explore the extent to which ICTs facilitates groups who employ
different organisational forms. Crucially, are some forms of activist networks or
groups better able to benefit from ICT use than others? Such questions require
an examination of organisational form. Within environmental and social justice



movements there is often an emphasis upon participatory democracy. Thus analyses
of components of these movements serve as an important comparison to some of
the more institutionalised political structures explored in this book.

The core premise of this chapter is that the use of ICTs has disproportionately
benefited small grassroots groups and individual activists linked only into fluid
networks using cellular structures. It is these groups who often suffer from a lack
of resources but were able to be more inventive in using the technology because
of their ideology and free-flowing organisational structure. Consequently, they
gained a temporary advantage over some other less-inventive established organi-
sations and helped create a degree of equality within the environmental and
social justice movements.

Case studies and context: Woomera2002 and
Friends of the Earth UK

In this chapter two case studies representing different forms of activism in Britain
and Australia2 are employed to investigate the questions outlined here. The
Woomera2002 actions were a temporary demonstration of a diffuse and fluid net-
work that took place in the desert in Australia in March 2002, whilst Friends of
the Earth (FoE) UK is a well-established formal environmental lobbying organisa-
tion with its headquarters in London. For the purposes of this chapter the
desert.indymedia network will be the main focus of analysis for the Woomera2002
case study. Composed largely of independent media activists in Melbourne and
Brisbane with a grounding in autonomous (and for some anarchist) principles,
the indymedia3 group were the main employers of ICTs and were the focus for
the distribution of activist media during and after the actions through the
Melbourne indymedia website.4 Furthermore, many of those involved in the
desert.indymedia network had had core roles in the coordination and promotion
of the Woomera2002 convergence.

Although both are located in similar environmental and social justice move-
ments and are aware of each other’s existence,5 they operate within different
organisational and national contexts. Both Britain and Australia have vibrant and
diverse environmental movements. Participants range from radical green activists
who engage in direct action to strong professional lobby groups who are able to
work closely with sectors of government (Rawcliffe 1998; Hutton and Connors
1999; Doyle 2000). The traditions of these two countries also overlap, most obvi-
ously through the British colonialism of Australia from the eighteenth century that
is reflected in Australian contemporary legislative structures, social and cultural
practices and continued role of the British monarchy in Australia. Furthermore,
Australian and British environmental and social justice activists have shared a
direct-action repertoire, such as the use of lock-ons, tree-sits and tunnels and the
use of ‘manufactured vulnerability’ (Wall 1999; Doherty 2000: 62).

There are of course key differences too. Australia is governed under a federal
system, which gives the eight states independent governments6 (Lovell et al. 1995).
In comparison to Britain it is a relatively new federation that has yet to understand
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the needs and ways of its indigenous aboriginal population (Valadian 1990; Neill
2002). Furthermore, the Australian Green Party has been successful in gaining a
foothold in parliamentary politics. This is in stark contrast to the lack of formal
representation in the Westminster Parliament of the British Green Party. These
differences are reflected in the ways activist groups choose to operate but as we
shall see there are also strong similarities between ICT utilisation irrespective of
national context.

This chapter begins by appraising the current debates surrounding the impact
of ICTs on political power struggles and then goes on to delineate the divergent
organisational forms of activism. The two case studies are then examined in rela-
tion to the implications of ICT use for altering the processes of political leverage,
with particular emphasis upon the influence of organisational form on the use of
technology.

The Internet organisations and campaigning:
politics as usual?

Initially, ICTs were presented by utopians such as Rheingold (1994) as providing
new spaces for social interaction free from the hierarchical and bureaucratic
pressures of existing society. These democratic properties could also facilitate
public participation in political processes, through the bypassing of traditional
government hierarchies, and aid the development of social cohesion (Frederick
1997; Tsagarousianou 1998). Bonchek (1995) argues that the formation of collec-
tive political action is facilitated by ICTs because the use of computer networks
reduces transaction costs associated with organising collective action. He also
notes, however, that current dynamics lead to unequal Internet access across
social strata, which result in a domination of affluent, young, male and often
highly educated individuals using the technology and consequently only some
groups benefit from its use. Indeed, ICTs can also contribute to an increase in
marginalisation of sectors of society through the creation of intolerant ‘purified
communities’ in online culture (Belt 1998). ICT users bring with them their
existing intolerances, such as racism or homophobia. The Internet therefore
remains a social space and cultural product that is as prone to antagonisms as any
other media (Froehling 1997; Warf and Grimes 1997; Cleaver 1998).

Such unequal access and increasing infusion of existing social values and pre-
judices into cyberspace, led Margolis and Resnick (2000) to argue that over time
existing political practices, leverage and power would be mirrored on the Internet
as cyberspace becomes ‘normalised’. Resnick (1998: 65) goes so far as to suggest
that, ‘for all their commitment to radical change, the presence of activists on the
Net is part of the process of political normalisation . . . they represent a familiar
element of democratic pluralism’. There is, however, an alternative interpretation
of what this ‘pluralism’ of political interests on the Internet represents. Rather
than simply being a reflection of existing political practice, Bimber (1998) argues
that ICTs enable a plethora of issue groups to operate without institutional sup-
port or structures and to mobilise quickly at low cost. This ‘accelerated pluralism’
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is fashioned by ‘more rapid and more intense citizen responses to mobilization
efforts by linkage groups’ and ‘the possibility of decreasing coherence and
stability in interest group politics, as the group process loses some of its depend-
ence on stable public and private institutions’ (Bimber 1998: 144). According to
this understanding, activism via ICTs would remain centred around groups and
networks (rather than lone individuals), but these linkages would be more diffuse,
fluid and short term, and the cycle of mobilisation would move more quickly.
Moreover, some forms of organisation, especially traditionally resource-weak
informal groups may find the use of ICTs particularly beneficial. Although the
provision of more information and ability to increase communication does not
lead to greater political participation in itself 7 (Bimber 2001).

In terms of participant mobilisation, most research has underlined the impor-
tance of existing inclusion in social movement networks and that this integration
is dependent on face-to-face interaction (McAdam 1988; Wall 1999). Only occa-
sionally can ‘strangers’ be mobilised through ‘moral shocks’ ( Jasper and Poulson
1995). Consequently, Diani (2001) argues that ICTs will aid different types of
movements in different ways. Accordingly, organisations mobilising mainly profes-
sional resources using ICTs, such as FoE, are able to create virtual communities,8

but this does not affect their overall mobilisation potential. In contrast, organisa-
tions mobilising mainly participatory resources requiring direct participation, such
as those at Woomera2002, rely more upon face-to-face interaction and hence,
ICTs result in virtual extensions that maintain the importance of the existing
networks. Nevertheless, most groups can at a minimum benefit from ICT use by
enhancing their ability to communicate effectively with increased speed, reduced
costs and ease of interaction between an internationally dispersed network
(Pickerill 2001a).

Participation and the impact of organisational-structure
culture and context

Organisational form is often a reflection of the ideological, cultural or economic
goals of its participants. There is no particular model of organisation, or unidi-
rectional organisational evolution, which can be applied to social movements.
There tends to be heterogeneity and plurality in the forms of organisation, a
constant process of ‘adopting, adapting, and inventing’ (McCarthy 1996). Social
movement organisations tend to favour decentralisation, participatory democracy,
internal solidarity and ad hoc short-lived leadership. Organisational models have
been differentiated by Doyle and McEachern (1998) according to the degree of
organisation, distribution of power and the degree of commitment required from
participants. These potential differences have resulted in a panoply of organisa-
tional forms, such as: local nuclei, umbrella organisations, party models, public
interest groups, movement associations and supportive organisations (Della Porta
and Diani 1999).

Integral to the choice of organisational form for a group is an understanding
of the strategy by which environmental protection or social justice can be
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achieved. There are multiple strategies for environmental change espoused by
different ecological groups. These strategies can reflect contrasting approaches to
the value of democratic processes (Doherty and de Geus 1996). Some appear
to advocate authoritarianism in order to ensure comprehensive environmental
protection and Goodin (1992: 120) suggests that ‘it is more important that the
right things be done than that they be done in any particular way or through any
particular agency’. There are, however, many links between environmentalism
and a desire for a ‘particular sort of decentralised face-to-face democracy’
(Dobson 2000: 120), a form of participatory democracy and commitment to local
politics that seeks involvement from as many individuals as possible in societal
decisions (Seel and Plows 2000). Furthermore, many environmentalists have
deliberately emphasised the importance of openness, participation, decentralisa-
tion and inclusion within their campaigning (Paehlke 1988). In practice, this has
taken the form of ‘informal and non-hierarchical forms of organisation’ (Doherty
et al. 2000: 11). This is often evident in radical direct-action networks such as Earth
First! or associated groups whose principles included being ‘non-authoritarian,
non-coercive and non-hierarchical’ and providing a ‘democratic space’ for par-
ticipants (Anon 1999a). One increasingly popular structure amongst environ-
mental networks is the use of affinity groups for coordination and actions:

The affinity group is not a form of organization that treats everyone the
same, or a mode of action where people are required to make the same com-
mitments . . . . The groups act as a group, it has a task, but the basis of action
lies in personal relationships and the recognition of the individuality of each
person.

(McDonald 2001)

In this way, different roles are taken on by participants of the affinity group, such
as media spokesperson or first aider, but crucially there is a sense of trust and
often a buddy system to ensure that everyone works together on a task and the
goals of the group are achieved9 (Starr 2000). As such, an affinity group is a
mechanism through which participatory democracy can more closely be practised
through self-organisation, with spokescouncils10 being used to coordinate between
affinity groups.11 Alternatively, the more traditional model is via a branch struc-
ture based on geographical areas. Such local groups can run autonomously but
are commonly linked, guided and influenced by a central headquarters. This
structure is more popular amongst large-scale membership, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) (Rawcliffe 1998).

FoE, Woomera2002 and participatory democracy

Despite sharing a theoretical commitment to the ideals of participatory democ-
racy, FoE UK and Woomera2002 practised it in disparate forms. Woomera2002
auto-nomadic festival of freedom12 was a temporary manifestation of activists’
networks to protest about refugees, anti-nuclear issues and the dispossession of
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indigenous lands. It has also been described as being ‘an internet-assisted
campaign’ ( Williams 2002: 4). It was an alliance of a variety of affinity groups13

that met in the desert and coordinated actions through spokescouncils. Consensus
was not always reached because of the variety of affinity groups involved and in
particular a clash with ‘old left’ centred forms of organising (x-trot 2002).14

Predominantly, however, many affinity groups reflected the Do-It-Yourself
(DIY) culture and networks of radical autonomous activists common in the non-
violent direct-action campaigns of forest and anti-globalisation activism in
Australia15 (Burgmann 1993; Cohen 1997; Hutton and Connors 1999; Doyle
2000). Such grassroots activism often operated in contention with more centralised
forms of organisation typified by Greenpeace Australia and the Australian
Conservation Foundation. Overall, there was an emphasis upon a non-hierarchical
organisational structure that encouraged individual autonomy, expression and
experimentation. There was no formal membership and the convergence was
financed through personal commitment and donations.

In contrast to Woomera2002, FoE UK employs a hierarchical organisational
structure, while still advocating staff participation in informing the strategic direc-
tion of the organisation. Launched in London in 1971, FoE has become a partic-
ularly influential NGO in British politics (McCormick 1991; Lamb 1996).
Although FoE UK’s perspective is rooted in an ideology that radical political and
social changes are required in order to avert further environmental destruction, its
choice of aims and tactics16 prevent it from being a radical environmental group17

(Wapner 1995; Rawcliffe 1998). It is composed of regional campaign coordina-
tors and 250 local groups with a national office overseeing campaigns, but not
determining local group activities (Doyle and McEachern 1998). However, it is
still criticised by more radical groups for being too centralised, hierarchical and
bureaucratic. FoE’s leadership is ‘authoritative rather than representational’
(Lowe and Goyder 1983: 53) and Jordan and Maloney (1997) suggest that FoE
members are mainly passive supporters of the group, rather than active members. In
this sense, they argue, FoE’s internal structure is not democratic or participatory
but is more akin to a ‘protest business’ and local groups and individual activists
have little influence upon decisions at the centre.

Organisational use of ICTs: altering the processes of
political leverage?

The ways in which ICTs are adopted and utilised within activist groups and
networks reflect their existing organisational forms and ideologies (Slevin 2000:
136). Moreover, the context in which ICTs are adopted is crucial in determining
how it will be utilised, how quickly it is adopted and how innovatively it is
employed. Available resources for use of ICTs are obviously a key stumbling
block. Activists face a variety of access restraints: financial difficulties, differing
skills attainment and hardware and software problems are experienced by many.
Such factors result in an uneven utilisation of the technology. However, both in
FoE and Woomera2002 there were efforts to overcome these access problems by
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fundraising, (re)using old equipment and limiting time online. Furthermore, at
Woomera2002 access to ICTs was provided through a temporary indymedia
centre18 – computers rigged up in a truck at the protest camp – and there were
attempts to share technical skills through informal exchanges.19 Activists also had
to overcome the paradox of using advanced technology whose production and
use has extensive environmental and social consequences.

The level of leverage that activist groups have in politics can be influenced by
ICTs in several ways; internally to the organisation – through rapid interaction, con-
vergence of communications, innovation through freedom to experiment and
challenging internal hierarchies, and externally of the organisation – through cohesion
and swarming, and reducing containability. Each of these is now explored
through the case studies.

Rapid interaction

Activists are able to use ICTs for increasing the speed and regularity of their
communication, thus reducing the onus of distance. Furthermore, such rapidity
can facilitate networking, improve response times and aid the gathering of infor-
mation. The ability to generate support and mobilisation were also possible within
a shorter timeframe by providing an easy conduit through which to notify activists
about events. Activists were able to interact at an international level quickly using
ICTs during campaigns at FoE, especially on actions that involved regular com-
munication with other chapters of FoE.

The value of speed was further illustrated in the distribution of activist media
reports from Woomera2002. News about the events was published quickly and
such information contributed towards the construction of a rapidly evolving
storyline, which was a collection of first-hand accounts, links to mainstream news,
transcripts of audio links, analysis and contributions from people who were not
present:

It was unmediated . . . the article went up and it was instantaneous, you didn’t
have to wait for the 7 o’clock news and wait for it to go through all the
corporate filters.

(Barry, Brisbane indymedia20)

In effect, the actions and its consequences unfolded on the website in only a short
lag from real time and posting continued throughout the night after the main
actions.

Convergence of communications

ICTs have the potential to ease some of the stresses and strains that organisations
and groups face during internal communication and coordination. By using
ICTs to overcome organisational communication difficulties, the technology may

176 Jenny Pickerill



contribute to improving the flow of information within a group and thus,
potentially, aid its effectiveness in achieving its objectives.

FoE appeared to benefit from the convergence of communications. For example,
Bell, a former FoE regional coordinator, identified time savings as a result of
having a website that

cuts out a lot of wasted time and misconceptions about what we do and
certainly if you see the campaigns that we are involved with it avoids the
general impression that FoE can help on everything.

FoE’s Intranet aided information coordination and discussion within the core of
FoE (the head and regional offices). ICTs also facilitated an informality in forms
of communication between departments, as email tends to be used without the
associated social graces that occur with face-to-face meetings, which in turn
quickened the rate of exchanges. Despite this, and an increasing number of email
public enquires, most requested information was only available as hardcopy, so
post had to be used in response. Furthermore, FoE’s size and the large amount of
information that it produced slowed its ability to update electronic information
quickly and renders FoE unable to benefit fully from the speed and interactivity
ICTs offers. As one former FoE official noted:

it takes us so long to get stuff on our own web pages internally simply because
there’s a big queue’. Like other FoE publications, in order for new informa-
tion to go on the website the information must be cleared through a proce-
dure and a set of channels. This involves checks for content, booking time
with web managers and then getting it out on-line. This can take time.

(Festing, former FoE housing campaigner)

FoE’s use of ICTs to converge its communications has been further limited by the
sceptics within their ranks. As one local organiser commented: ‘I would see the
Internet as a necessary evil if you like. It’s there so you’ve got to use it, but if there
are other ways of getting the information I would use those alternative methods’
(Packham, Newcastle FoE).

For the Woomera2002 convergence, ICTs were used significantly prior to the
protest festival in coordinating various affinity groups’ participation. ICTs were
particularly useful in communicating across the large distances of Australia and
across the various time zones. ICTs facilitated the linking of participants of a dis-
parate network without the cost of individual phone calls. Not only were emails
used to coordinate amongst or between specific groups (while maintaining the
importance of face-to-face meetings in mobilising participation)21 but there was a
large central and regularly updated website. This outlined the issues, contacts and
affinity groups and provided logistical information about campsites, health and
legal support. There was also a ‘rideboard’, that linked together people looking
for lifts and a countdown that helped build a sense of momentum towards the
commencement of the protest.
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Innovation through freedom to experiment

A lack of rigid organisational structure has enabled many activists to feel free to
experiment with different uses of ICTs. In comparison, more formally hierarchi-
cally structured environmental organisations have a greater number of stages
through which to gain approval of the use of a technology that may slow down
or restrict its adoption of ICTs. Although FoE developed their website and email
system as early as December 1994 and in the process were the ‘first environmen-
tal campaigning organisation with a presence on the Internet’ (Pipes 1996: 63),
this was due to the commitment and enthusiasm of a few individuals who did not
seek formal permission and constructed the website in their spare time. Had they
done so, Weatherley (former FoE IT manager) suggests ‘I would have been
chewed out by several management team members’, stalling FoE’s use of ICTs as
a result of senior staff ‘techno-innocence’ (Burt 1999). The subsequent request for
official funding was hindered by the need to appeal to those in the chain of com-
mand, which caused resentment by those wanting to develop ICTs use further:

I think FoE should have grabbed it by the reins a lot sooner . . . we lost a hell
of a lot of ground that we’d got because FoE just would not invest in
the internet, and it’s almost not until almost everyone else has that they see
the need.

(Pipes, former FoE GIS coordinator)

FoE decided to outline boundaries on ICT use, such as suggested email etiquette
and protocol, thus constraining use within policy guidelines. This is not to say that
FoE have not used the technology in innovative and novel ways but that the
ambitions of some if its staff were constrained by the organisational structure.
FoE were also constrained in that ICT adoption required significant financial
investment for an organisation of their size. Moreover, formal groups such as FoE
need to retain a control over their image and the activities of their staff and might
not have felt as comfortable with ICTs because they were not able to control their
use as much as they would have liked and consequently felt threatened by it
(cf. Mobbs 2000).

In contrast, more loosely structured groups, such as Woomera2002, with sig-
nificantly less funding have to rely upon using what resources they had available
and for those with access to experiment. Activists were able to utilise a small
amount of technology to make a big impact, without having to worry about
organisational policy. In networks such as Woomera 2002, consensus was not
required before people took action. Those groups whose structure has enabled
rapid and experimental adoption of ICTs have often used the technology in
particularly innovative ways.

The indymedia format itself is innovative, indymedia ‘software represents a
confluence of interests, influences and experiences which makes it, in many ways,
the state of the art in Internet activism’ (Meikle 2002: 89). The site is organised
using an open publishing model22 that enables any user to upload their story or
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viewpoint onto the website with minimal editorial interference (Arnison 2001).
The website format also enabled an easy melding of publication types – text,
audio, photographs and cartoons – to be posted alongside each other. A particu-
larly innovative aspect of ICT use at Woomera2002 was the development of the
PIMP system – the Phone indymedia Patch System:

PIMP is basically like an answering machine for indymedia. You dial the
PIMP number, then go through the voice menu, selecting the appropriate
options, and then leaving a message after the tone. This message is then
turned into an MP3 file, automatically uploaded to indymedia

(Nik, desert.indymedia)23

This meant that reports could be uploaded to indymedia without accessing a
computer. Consequently, there were several MP3 audio reports recording as the
actions took place, which were then available online within minutes. It also
enabled detainees within the centre to communicate and contribute to the
debates, ‘there were actually a couple of phone calls from people inside Curtin
[detention centre] who were doing solidarity actions’ (Barry, Brisbane indy-
media).24 Systems such as PIMP are groundbreaking and all the more so for being
developed with little money by volunteers.

This freedom is especially relevant to the use of ICTs because its use has spread
so rapidly. In order to use the technology to their advantage, activists have had to
utilise the opportunities quickly, and what was deemed as innovative and novel
(and thus attention grabbing) quickly becomes standard.

Hierarchies: nuclei, formalisation and subversion

Many activist groups face a continuous pressure to formalise and to evolve into
more rigid (often hierarchical) organisational forms. This is often due to the need
to solve resource issues, overcome communication problems, provide a more
united image and attempt to reach a larger audience. Traditionally grassroots
direct-action campaigns have been viewed as temporary. Over time they either
dissipate or develop into a more formal organisation fighting for their original or
broader cause. In the latter case, this formalisation tends to result in oligarchy and
the associated problems of added bureaucracy and hierarchical decision-making
structures (Doyle 2000). How far ICTs enable activists to subvert the development
of such hierarchies or merely create new ones is discussed in the following.

Woomera2002: ICTs creating hierarchies?

For Woomera2002 many strove to operate using non-hierarchical methods such
as affinity groups and spokescouncils to prevent oligarchies developing and
enabling decisions to be made collectively with all participants having an equal
influence. However, even in groups that appear to have few organisational struc-
tures, informal or latent hierarchies develop around some tasks, often as a result
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of skill differentials or because some members had been involved for longer than
others (Freeman 1970).

Prior to the desert camp being established at Woomera, there were only a few
people directly involved in Melbourne indymedia, ‘there is no real indymedia
collective, there’s a couple of individuals . . . no-one really wanted to form a group’
(Sam, Melbourne media activist). The desert.indymedia collective formed with
three people and grew to ten once at Woomera. It involved a collaboration of
activists from a variety of Australian indymedia groups. There were no designated
leaders or management chains of responsibility. Rather the collective developed
around who wanted to be involved, ‘there’s no hierarchy, there’s no news team,
there’s just a space for everyone to do their own thing’ (Barry, Brisbane indymedia).

Due to access problems the indymedia site was uploaded via a hotel room and
a local ISP, but for security reasons only a few people knew of this process, ‘no one
outside of a small collective knew about the location for the uploads – we wanted
to keep it as secure as possible’ (Nik, desert.indymedia). The decision to restrict
knowledge of this space was made by the smaller collective and enforced on later
participants, ‘as more people came on board it was explained why we did things
this way, not everyone was happy, but about six people uploaded from the space’
(Nik, desert.indymedia).

Despite being a non-hierarchical group, the use of ICTs triggered the develop-
ment of a cluster of those individuals who were most involved in the use of the
technology.25 An informal nucleus surrounded the use of ICTs and subsequently
largely controlled its implementation. Such clusters do not represent a hierarchy,
as there were no chains of command, but still serve a similar purpose to an oli-
garchy. In part, this reflected the limited number of participants with the neces-
sary technical skill, ‘there’s a lot of pressure on those people, for one thing, and
we’re totally reliant on them . . . It all makes it quite fragile’ (Adam Data, Dorks
Advocating Total Anarchy).26 There were attempts to share knowledge of how to
use indymedia, but technical-skill sharing was still relatively limited.27

In an action such as Woomera2002, hierarchies can develop around several
issues: who maintains and understands the online linkup of the indymedia centre;
who gains access to the limited number of computers; whether any editorial con-
trol is operated and thus some posts get removed; and what posts get linked to
through the features section of the website. In particular, hierarchies can also
develop around the process of editorial control. Although the Melbourne indy-
media site utilised an open publishing broadcast model, a few posts have in the
past been hidden:

The only times that we have hidden a story is when someone’s published
someone’s personal address or when someone’s published something that has
impersonated someone else and it’s obvious that it’s an impersonation.

(Sam, Melbourne media activist)

Posts are occasionally removed . . . I’ve used my discretion and taken down
two sentences of . . . swearing . . . but only very occasionally.

(Adam Data, Dorks Advocating Total Anarchy)
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Even this limited editorial interference caused debates about ‘where’s the line,
how do you define who can take it down and then who are they accountable to . . .
how do you define what is not the right content for the website?’ (Alex, Melbourne
indymedia). Consequently, Melbourne indymedia have developed decision-
making processes and outlined how the editorial collective operate using modified
consensus28 with the aim of providing ‘an unmoderated, open-publishing
newswire’ (Anon 2002e), which helps prevent the development of hierarchies of
access to knowledge, debate and contributions.

At Woomera2002 the radicalness of the actions meant that some information
(such as the locations of escaped refugees) was sensitive and thus did not get
published online. Most activists were aware of this precaution, but in addition the
people ‘who were uploading media were aware of those issues and if something
was incriminating they wouldn’t publish it, and go back to that person . . . and just
discuss with them the issues’ (Barry, Brisbane indymedia).

Despite the existence of these nuclei, ICTs have helped groups maintain their
non-hierarchical networks. By easing the processes of communication, the need
for formal structures or centralised offices are reduced. Individuals are able to
communicate cheaply and regularly through ICTs without necessarily meeting
face to face, or by formalising the contact. ICTs enabled the networks to remain
fluid and loose, and to adapt to the changing involvement of different participants.
It also provided a cheap medium through which to attract participants and
coordinate their contributions. ICTs provide a medium through which the group
can remain visible even if there are few participants, little activity is taking place
or they are low on funds. Their web presence can continue to evolve at whatever
pace participants choose, but does not fade when not attended to. Hence, ICTs
are a medium where activists can move onto other projects and yet still maintain
their initial campaign, such as the indymedia site. This fluidity enables campaigns
to be dynamic for longer as they do not become constrained by the resource issues
that so many activists face.

A test for the exclusivity of the nuclei is the extent to which non-collective
members take part in projects such as desert.indymedia. With open access
through the indymedia truck ‘there were a lot of people who used it who aren’t
actively involved in infrastructure in indymedia’ (Barry, Brisbane indymedia), and
there were a large number of postings to indymedia during and after the actions.
The desert.indymedia collective were also making a conscious effort to break
down hierarchies by eroding the distinction between activists and journalists: ‘for
melb.indy there is no distinction, we don’t ‘cover’ events, we set up the conditions
for people to cover them themselves. We also upload to indymedia, but we do so
as activists, not journalists’ (Nik, desert.indymedia). Other participants did not
perceive this cluster of individuals around the technology as intentional or exclu-
sive, and there was a feeling that people were free to become involved. This was
aided by the reflexivity of collective members who tried to resolve their privileged
positioning:

power is something that we don’t think and talk about enough in any sphere,
just power of access and knowledge and confidence . . . if I have power and
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access then my responsibility is to help someone else gain that space as well
or use that space to create more spaces and it’s not necessarily squashing
anyone else if I’m trying to create more space.

(Alex, Melbourne indymedia)

One of the ways in which hierarchies can be subverted is through impermanency.
The Woomera2002 group was ‘only going to exist up until we go out to Woomera
and then it’s not going to exist anymore’ (Alex, Melbourne indymedia). While the
Melbourne and Brisbane indymedia collectives were longer standing there was an
emphasis upon fluidity, ‘there’s always that feel to formalise what you’re doing . . .
I think amateurism’s really important’ (Nik, desert.indymedia).

In addition to ICTs being used by non-hierarchical groups to retain their
forms of organisation, the technology has been accredited with flattening exist-
ing hierarchical structures (Walch 1999). FoE’s hierarchy was challenged by
the use of ICTs at the same time as being maintained and reinforced by it. The
use of ICTs by FoE facilitated greater flows of communication between those in
head office, regional offices and London. This streamlining of communications
was also facilitated by the development of the Intranet and enabled a campaign
to be based in (and coordinated from) Leeds,29 which further challenged the
dominance of London. ICTs eased previous communication problems between
local groups:

it has never been feasible to ring round all these groups . . . this is so much easier
because I just write one message and it goes out to about twenty different
groups round the country.

(Welch, Newcastle FoE coordinator)

Although ICTs could have helped FoE improve local-group networking amongst
themselves and for such groups to become ‘information hubs’ this did not happen
(Burt 1999). There has always been a concerted effort by national FoE to encour-
age local networking – particularly through the funding of regional campaign
coordinators. ICTs may aid this process but did not trigger it ( Washbourne 2001).
ICTs have been used to share information, especially through the campaign-
specific email discussion lists, but barriers remain to intergroup communication
and especially to sustained dialogue. The information networks still flow prima-
rily via the head office, rather than between local groups. Thus the possibility of
a non-hierarchical national network between local FoE groups seems limited. The
use of ICTs actually maintains the central London head office as the hub of all
information flows. Furthermore, the official stages through which information has
to pass in order to be published on the national FoE website reinforces the hier-
archical structure of the organisation onto any use of ICTs. The differing levels
of access to ICTs available to staff also maintained the hierarchical structure by
reinforcing the present division of resources. Mobbs (2000) suggests that with
ICTs, decentralisation of centralised organisations becomes inevitable. At FoE,
however, there remained many barriers to changing their hierarchical structures.
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The traditional need to centralise (to benefit from economies of scale) was
reduced by ICTs that enabled cheap, fast, decentralised communication between
participants. Although ICTs increased and eased communication flows around
the FoE UK network (incorporating head office, regional offices and local groups),
the importance of the hierarchical network was maintained. Not only do the
stages through which website content is decided preserve the traditional hierar-
chies, but email has predominantly been used to exchange information between
central office, regional office and local groups in a linear fashion, rather than to
subvert the hierarchy by using ICTs for intergroup dialogue. Thus, ICTs have not
been proven to promote the circumvention of existing formal hierarchies.

Working together: strengthening the cohesion of
networks and swarming

One of the main advantages of utilising ICTs are their ability to aid networking
with other activist groups, aid mobilisation and generate collective and cohesive
campaigns. This can also help strengthen cohesion between those involved in
environmental and social justice struggles and extend links to other political
activists. Furthermore, ICTs can be utilised as a component in multiple tactics
that can be swarmed upon a target simultaneously.

Although many groups attempt to use ICTs to mobilise participation in their
campaigns, the value of ICTs is hard to discern because of the use of multiple
methods to attract participants, and the importance of non-ICTs methods is often
retained. Hence, the use of ICTs did not particularly increase the ability to
mobilise participation in protest events within existing environmental groups or
like-minded cliques (because there are already adequate networks). Rather, ICTs
served to reinforce the strength of existing network ties and enable quick and cheap
communication within them.

A specific example of the use of ICTs by FoE to communicate with other
organisations was the development of the URGENT (the Urban Regeneration
and Greenfield Environment NeTwork) website. It was a separate site
autonomous from FoE and has information from a variety of different organisa-
tions, including FoE, CPRE and direct-action groups. Its aim was to provide a
comprehensive overview of the housing debate in the United Kingdom and links
to different groups:

it’s basically about a spirit of co-operation because one of the lessons we
learned from the anti-road movement was . . . Friends of the Earth . . . needs
to co-operate with other groups, and it needs to be seen to be doing that in a
way which is not pushing our weight around.

(Festing, FoE)

For Woomera2002 the main website served as a focal point for coordinating a
disparate collection of groups prior to the convergence. Furthermore, by chan-
nelling activists’ news reports to the Melbourne indymedia website, part of a global
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independent news network with a recognisable and easy to find URL, activists
were contributing to the general cohesion of online media activism. The connec-
tions made through ICTs gave the comfort of solidarity to activists (Cleaver 1998).
This increases the ability of activists to network on a global scale and for wider
social movements to emerge out of such coalitions. Other links outside the move-
ment facilitate the cross-fertilisation of alternative ideas and the sharing of skills.30

ICTs have also strengthened existing networks as they offer another media for
communication. This is especially useful for radical activists who lead slightly
transitory lives and do not have a permanent base for mail or phone.

Hacktivism (hacking with a political motive) and other forms of online activism
such as virtual sit-ins have also been used in addition to existing forms of lobby-
ing (Wray 1998). However, the most effective tactics combine online activism with
existing forms of protest – to swarm targets with several techniques being used
simultaneously. This was evident at Woomera2002 through physical action occur-
ring at the same time as people posted reports and analysis to the indymedia site,
and virtual interaction through the Virtual People Smuggler.31 The indymedia
centre enabled activists to have directorship over the representation of their cause
and actions, to distribute their media quickly and to an international audience.
This helps activists add to opponents’ woes by not only conducting an action, but
being able to advertise their success afterwards. Online participation was encour-
aged through the Virtual People Smuggler:

a space for people who were unable to physically attend to partake in some-
way. So people sort of wrote pieces, messages of solidarity, that sort of thing,
I think it was just an outlet for people who couldn’t come.

(Barry, Brisbane indymedia)

Although the virtual presence did not actually involve a targeted action, participants
were able to join an online tactical bloc, express their views about the physical
actions occurring and communicate with each other. The freedom of ICTs to exist
beyond the barriers of national borders, ‘confined neither by geopolitical limits nor
the standard aesthetics of protests, the Virtual People Smuggler pays tribute to the
chatrooms, spoof sites, weblogs, online gaming, independent media as virtual, vital
and, therefore, actual moments in the crossing of borders’ (Lovink 2002).

Containability

The ability to contain activists’ concerns and publicity of their protests is reduced
through the use of ICTs. Activists’ views can be disseminated more freely and to
a wide audience partly because of the current inability to regulate or curtail ICT
use. There was a constant stream of diffuse and disparate updates of news and
discussion from Woomera2002 via the indymedia website. This was especially
significant given the location of the festival, near a remote town in the desert,
it would have been relatively easy for news of the action to be contained. With
multiple authors and opinions, the activists were able to represent the complexity
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of the action and its participants. This was in contrast to the mainstream
media’s language using terms such as ‘riot’, ‘stormed’, ‘wild clashes’ and depict-
ing many of the participants as extremists32 (Anon 2002c,d; Williams and Plane
2002). Moreover, many of the PIMP audio reports were with refugees
who had escaped and were being harboured by the activists. These not only
provided credence to the claims of success by the activists, but served to further
humanise the reports of refugees plight, and reduce the ability of the government
to manipulate the stories about refugees’ motivations and conditions in the
detention centres. This immediacy of the activist news might have helped
influence the interpretations given by mainstream media. The use of PIMP could
also bypass any attempts at preventing access to the internet or indymedia, ‘we
actually had the facility to do emergency uploads via mobile phone . . . but at
the same time the PIMP system would have been just as good’ (Barry, Brisbane
indymedia).33

Despite this variety of online publication, however, most information was dis-
tributed through the one indymedia website. Although the indymedia brand is
global and has received coverage from mainstream media sources, there remain
issues over how wide the audience might be and whether users are able to see
beyond the ‘walled gardens’ of choices created by ISP portals (Malina 1999).
As ‘a constructive space where you’re actually trying to communicate to audi-
ences that aren’t necessarily familiar with the issues of activism I think open pub-
lishing needs to be questioned a little bit’ (Sam, Melbourne media activist).
Furthermore, not all news could be reported, because communication could have
jeopardised the freedom of the escaped refugees.

Groups are also able to maintain their non-hierarchical forms of organising,
sustaining a nomadic form of power and centre-less organisation, which are
hard to target by the centred state authorities and hierarchical multinational
organisations, thus further reducing containability. This is particularly important
when opponents have tried to exercise power over some NGOs by attempting to
seize assets. FoE had to withdraw from the Twyford Down actions in 1992 because
such a court injunction was imposed on them (Lamb 1996). In contrast, it is
virtually impossible to identify individuals or assets of loosely defined horizontal
networks.

Leveling the playing field

Activists who are able to gain access to ICTs have been able to increase the speed
of their interaction, integrate a variety of media in innovative ways, strengthen
the cohesion of their contacts and develop novel online tactics. Although it is
difficult to measure the before and after effects of ICT use, more political lever-
age is gained by non-hierarchical grassroot groups (such as Woomera2002) than
formalised NGOs (such as FoE UK). This is because ICTs help reduce the impor-
tance of resources for smaller groups. ICTs enable cohesion of disparate networks
through the ease and speed of communication – which corresponds to the loose
affinity model structure of direct-action movement. By facilitating the internal
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and external cohesion, the operating and organisational ability to collectively
organise large-scale protests is improved.

Moreover, ICTs aid groups’ ability to resist formalisation, therefore maintaining
the participatory democracy project and leaving power with the individuals making
consensus decision-making. Furthermore, convergences such as Woomera2002
have illustrated that participatory democracy models of organisation can work.34

There were many successful elements of the Woomera2002 actions and the use
of ICTs played an important role in many crucial aspects – in aiding the coordi-
nation of the convergence and in quickly disseminating news and discussion of
the actions (Pickerill 2002). The Woomera2002 network was able to remain fluid,
loose and dynamic and retain a web presence even when participation or
resources were low. Using the desert.indymedia case study it has been illustrated
that although resources are necessary for ICT utilisation, it is inventiveness,
enthusiasm and adaptability that are vital and it is these attributes that are
encouraged in non-hierarchical grassroot networks.

Previously, established NGOs formed in order to benefit from economies of
scale by harnessing the resources necessary to coordinate large-scale actions or
lobbying campaigns. Using ICTs, however, groups are able to subvert the need for
centralisation (in office space, for newsletter production, etc.) and physical mani-
festation (as in the physical presence of activists) (Kellner 1999). Thus they are
also able to bypass the bureaucratic implications of formalisation. The larger
NGOs are actually less able to benefit from the spontaneity offered by the new
technology because of the tradition of centralisation and top-down control over
decision-making and operations. The consequence of this trend is the increased
political leverage gained by small activist-groups.

The importance of national context is hard to delineate using these case stud-
ies. However, in these cases the most influential factors were not institutional,
political or social structures, but the activists’ ideology of participatory democracy
that shaped the ways in which they sought to utilise ICTs. As such, there appear
to be similar enduring trends even in different national contexts.

There are, however, certainly threats to the political leverage gained by
activist networks. ICT use is increasingly being normalised by large-scale mass
utilisation and the influx of corporate ownership (Margolis and Resnick 2000:
208). This commercial commodification not only restricts the free spaces available
to activists but increases the possibility of surveillance by both the state and
those wishing to profit from ICTs. Activists have attempted to subvert such
interference by using encryption, foreign hosts and being aware that what they
post online may be under surveillance. In addition, activists are using ICTs in a
similar way to their radical appropriation of some physical spaces (e.g. the
Reclaim the Streets practice of occupying roads and holding parties in the middle
of motorways). By claiming their own virtual spaces and developing their
own brands of media (such as indymedia) activists can seek to simply maintain
parallel spaces to those of corporates and continue in their experiments of
participatory democracy.
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Conclusions

The cases examined in this chapter have made conscious efforts to employ ICTs
in a certain way, which reflects and is reflected in their organisational form. Slevin
(2000: 139) suggests several strategies of using ICTs to facilitate organisations’
ability to succeed in the uncertain complexity of modern society. Of these, he
supports the idea of ‘opening out’ organisations and making them more inclusive
using ‘the Internet to facilitate and incorporate active bottom-up alliances’. Thus,
in effect, moving closer towards models of participatory democracy advocated by
the more radical activist groups. While he argues against total inclusion35 there is
an acknowledgement that moving away from hierarchical models is necessary for
organisational survival, and perhaps survival for political structures too.

When examining the possibility of participatory democracy through Internet
activism the context of this chapter has been very specific. The particular context
of environmental campaigning (and social justice to a lesser extent) tends to be
dominated by individuals who although may be resource weak in terms of capital
investment, are not necessarily marginalised in society but can come from privileged
social locations – often being white, middle class and tertiary educated. Therefore,
while direct democracy for all citizens is unlikely to be achieved, certain networks
are able to move towards practices of participatory democracy using ICTs.
Manifestations such as Woomera2002 contributed to the refugee debate within
Australia (and internationally), enabled several hundred of its citizens to make their
opinions clearly heard and ICTs significantly contributed to their ability to achieve
this. In contrast, FoE UK were less successful at encouraging participatory networks
to develop, but have still used ICTs in innovative and advantageous ways. Whilst not
all small activist-groups can benefit in similar ways from such ICT use, in certain
contexts where access, skills and knowledge are present, activists organising in small-
scale autonomous groups can use ICTs more effectively than more established
lobbying organisations. This has implications not just for the way political partici-
pation is examined, but for the value that is placed on hierarchically structured
organisations when faced with the rise of fluid, grassroot mobilisations.
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Notes

1 The definition of an ‘environmentalist’ is diffuse, with an increasing number of social
justice issues being taken onboard by what were traditionally explicitly environmental
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organisations. Friends of the Earth UK are a case in point. One of their main cam-
paign priorities in May 2002 was ‘challenging corporate power’, which clearly has
environmental implications but is also concerned with issues of equality, fair trade and
community.

2 The data for these case studies was collated through in-depth face-to-face interviews
undertaken with participants in Britain and Australia, and from secondary sources
such as group literature, publications and media reports. British fieldwork was per-
formed between June 1997 and June 1999. Australian fieldwork was undertaken
between March 2001 and March 2003.

3 The indymedia network is a global network of alternative media websites. The global
website is �www.indymedia.org� with over 70 regional centres across the world, each
with their own websites fashioned from the original model (Hyde 2002; Meikle 2002;
Scalmer 2002). The Melbourne indymedia website was set up during the protests against
the World Economic Forum in Melbourne, September 2000 (Gibson and Kelly, 2000).

4 Footage and stories from Woomera2002 were posted onto the Melbourne indymedia site –
�www.melbourne.indymedia.org�. Additional footage and discussion was also posted
onto the Brisbane indymedia site – �www.brisbane.indymedia.org�

5 Friends of the Earth Australia is a radically different organisation from its British coun-
terpart, operating using a non-hierarchical grassroot participation model, its volunteers
are often involved in the organisation of radical protest such as Woomera2002.

6 Federalism means that activists can attempt to assert their influence on both their state
and federal governments. In certain key campaigns, such as the Franklin Dam protests
in 1983 and efforts to prevent the logging of the South West forests of Western
Australia in 2001, activists were able to mobilise state voting power around the specific
campaigns to lead pro-environmental parties to power, the Australian Labor Party
(ALP) in each case (Doyle 2000; The Wilderness Society 2001).

7 Bimber argues ‘the only form of participation which is demonstrably connected to
Internet use is donating money’ (2001: 53).

8 ‘Virtual communities’ refers to networks that are not based on any face-to-face inter-
action and have been formulated entirely through ICTs.

9 ‘An affinity group is a group of people who have an affinity for each other, know each
others strengths and weaknesses, support each other, and do (or intend to do) political/
campaign work together’ (Anon 2002a).

10 A spokescouncil is a forum for delegates from affinity groups to ‘discuss actions, enable
cooperation and share information between lots of different groups. Decisions made at
the spokescouncil are not binding – which means that any decisions of the meeting as
a whole are only given effect if there is consensus’ (Anon 2002b).

11 For example, during the anti-WTO Seattle protests in 1999, Starr (2000: 116) observes,
‘groups with different messages, tactics and skills coexisted without attempting central-
ized organising . . . the anarchist alternative to bureaucratic top-down systems’.

12 More information is available at �www.woomera2002.com�
13 Some of the affinity groups present included: Boatpeople, desert.indymedia, No One

is Illegal, Pt’Chang, Refugee Rights Action Network and xborder.
14 How to work in the presence of Socialists (such as the Socialist Worker Party and

Democratic Socialist Party) is one of the main internal conflicts of recent global protest
events in Britain and Australia (Anon 1999b; Anon 2001).

15 However, Woomera2002 was essentially a mix of environmental and social justice
campaigning. The debate about refugees has become much more than a social justice
issue in Australia – debates have raged over what population Australia can support and
its environmental limitations.

16 FoE’s strategy has been five pronged: (1) the use of political lobbying and legislative
activity, (2) scientific research and information provision, (3) employing the media,
(4) the mobilisation of the public through local groups and (5) coordination and 
co-operation with other groups (Pickerill 2001b).
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17 Its aversion to the use of illegal direct action and its emphasis upon political lobbying
and legislative activity contrasts with more radical environmental groups such as
Earth First! FoE UK has also been criticised for not having a strong green philosophy
(Lamb 1996).

18 Though this temporary centre itself raised logistical issues – dealing with the heavy
police presence (the activists were trespassing by establishing their camp near the
detention centre), generating power, finding a landline – all on a low budget.

19 Adam Data (Dorks Advocating Total Anarchy) noted ‘we’ve had a few people contact
us with technical questions and wanting to learn some programming or set up their
server. So we’re going to organise a Linux workshop’.

20 Barry is speaking as a participant of the Brisbane indymedia collective but not as
a representative.

21 Nik (desert.indymedia) noted ‘it’s better not to organise a group via email, but better 
to . . . network over email, that’s like a networking of the groups . . . you need to ground
email. It’s like info sharing, it’s no good having the info sharing unless you print it off
and give it to other people. So I think you need to ground the inspiration and ground
the information . . . it’s a networking device and I think in a lot of ways it’s no substitute’.

22 ‘Open publishing means that the process of creating news is transparent to the read-
ers. They can contribute a story and see it instantly appear in the pool of stories pub-
licly available . . . Readers can see editorial decisions being made by others. They can
see how to get involved and help make editorial decisions’ (Anon 2002e).

23 Nik is speaking as a participant of the desert.indymedia collective but not as a
representative.

24 The involvement of detainees in participatory media is set to be further improved
through a project of Melbourne indymedia: ‘one of the projects that has come into
being since Woomera2002 is a mobile phone project – a project that aims at supplying
phones (with media and other numbers pre-programmed in) to detainees . . . to let them
speak in their own voices for themselves (which is what indymedia is all about)’ (Nik,
desert.indymedia).

25 Similar clusters of control develop around other tasks or technology due to skill differ-
entials or access, such as the mobile phone, CB radio, camcorder, or activities such as
climbing, tunnel building or media relations. However, few have the potential of ICTs
to shape the campaign or protest. The consequences of such nuclei also depend
upon whether other participants approve of the way in which the ICTs are being used,
or whether they disagree with the way the campaign has been portrayed on, for
example, a website.

26 Adam Data is a code name for an activist; he speaks as a participant of the Dorks
Advocating Total Anarchy collective but not as a representative.

27 Alex (Melbourne indymedia) commented, ‘I think whatever form of activism you’re
involved in, skill sharing is really, really difficult, but there are always, always bottle-
necks of information. Like so many groups that I’ve been involved with get to a certain
point where one or two people are carrying the whole group on their shoulders, based
on their experience and knowledge and confidence and power and history with that
particular organisation . . . because of the urgency that drives activism people don’t
often think that there’s space for new people to do things because we don’t have time
for people to make mistakes or learn . . . I guess the other thing is that people’s identity
is so bound up with their activism that sometimes you don’t necessarily want to skill-
share . . . I don’t think people like letting go of their identity that much’.

28 A process where if consensus does not occur initially, there is further discussion and if
there is still no consensus then a 75 per cent vote can pass a proposal (Anon 2002e).

29 The Real Food campaign is coordinated from the Leeds regional office and staff use
the ISDN line to connect to the Intranet and access all the files that staff in London
were able to.
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30 Prior to ICT use activists have still sought to learn from how other movements
operated, however, ICTs have quickened and cheapened the process of communicating
between often distinct identities (Rucht 1993).

31 See �http://noborder.org/peoplesmuggler� for more information.
32 However, unlike many other significant and radical actions, Woomera2002 was cov-

ered internationally by mainstream media (including the BBC in England (see Mercer
2002) and CNN in America), which facilitated the publicity of the activists’ concerns.
This coverage was probably influenced by the sensitivity of the refugee debate at the
time, and the nature and uniqueness of the actions.

33 There were limitations even with the PIMP system however, David (posting to
Fibreculture email list, 16 April 2002) noted ‘problem was for the rest of us that 
the protesters’ camp . . . was serviced by exactly one telephone, which was obviously
quickly jammed with coins. People I knew with wireless said the mobile coverage was
shocking’.

34 Starr (2000: 116) also argued that participatory democracy worked during the organi-
sation of the anti-WTO Seattle protests, ‘groups with different messages, tactics and
skills coexisted without attempting centralized organising. That coexistence was the
material of the blockade’s success. Everyone who participated has now experienced the
anarchists alternative to bureaucratic top-down systems. We saw self-organisation at
work and it worked’.

35 Slevin (2000: 134) suggests that ‘organisational activities would soon come to a grind-
ing halt if the views of all those who are part of an organisation would have to be
actively canvassed and balanced with respect to every decision made’.
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10 Conclusion
The future of representative
democracy in the digital era

Rachel K. Gibson, Andrea Römmele 

and Stephen J. Ward

This book began with a number of hypothesised scenarios for the future of
representative democracy in the era of the new digital communication technolo-
gies. From full-scale erosion to radical reform and renewal. The question remains,
therefore, what the chapters in this volume can tell us about where liberal democ-
racies stand, in general, on this spectrum of change. In addition, what do cross-
institutional comparisons reveal about the relative openness towards new
technologies among these structural supports for the representative system? Are the
more porous and flexible actors, such as parties and pressure groups, exhibiting a
rapidity of change that stands in marked contrast to their more fixed and institu-
tionalised counterparts? This conclusion, therefore, works first to draw some
insights into the general systemic picture drawn from a variety of national contexts,
and then complements that by peering beneath to compare the relative adeptness
of key representative bodies in using the new technologies for participatory
purposes.

Certainly, the guiding assumption for the book was that representative democ-
racy appeared to have successfully withstood the first predicted onslaught from
the new communications media, such that while some attrition might be taking
place, systemic collapse was not a realistic alternative. The chapters presented
clearly confirm this premise. However, in addition, they reveal that the slightly
less apocalyptic but still gloomy prognosis of limited usurpation appears also to
be inaccurate. Indeed of the four scenarios presented in our introduction, it is the
third alternative – limited but effective reform and modernisation – that appears
to be the most valid descriptor for the changes observed.

In a theoretical piece, Charles Raab and Christine Bellamy (Chapter 2) take
Dahl’s ‘problem of the unit’ as their point of departure. What relationships do we
find in a polity made up of different units, the mixed polity? What role do ICTs
play in a polity composed of a mixture of different, and not obviously compati-
ble, political forms? Are new ICTs reinvigorating or marginalising formal politi-
cal institutions, especially parliament? Two scenarios are pointed out by the
authors: First, would ICTs serve to encourage the emergence of a wider range
of more open, less easily manipulated interactions between parliamentary elites
and members of the public, thus reinvigorating representative democracy?
Or will it be ‘politics as usual’ and simply reinforce existing problems and trends?



The central finding of their work is that although we might see signs of more
direct democracy through ICTs, we will most likely be faced with a mixed polity
in which postmodern novelty will coexist with institutions from modernity. And
it will most likely be government regulating the diffuse, overlapping networks of
governance and by doing so may be faced with intensified problems of managing
political complexity. Thus, far from withering away, central political institutions
will continue to play a central role.

Catherine Needham (Chapter 3) outlines trends at work in the executive and
legislative branches of government in the United States and the United Kingdom
towards e-government and the more elusive citizen-oriented e-democracy. At
minimum, it is clear from her work that MPs and public servants clearly under-
stand the increasing importance of using the technologies to improve their image
with voters. The chapter is overwhelming in terms of its cataloguing of the
numerous policy documents commissioned by politicians to investigate the possi-
bilities offered by new ICTs for improving government performance. Such a
flurry of activity, however, more importantly, has not just simply taken the form
of words. Commitments to extensive entry portals to government services and
experimentation with e-consultation show a willingness to deploy new ICTs in a
meaningful and innovative public way. Such initiatives are indeed particularly
notable within the UK parliament. Overall, however, between the two stories of
effective e-democracy reform and modernisation, her chapter does plump for the
latter as being the main headline. Governments have clearly devoted more
resources to improving service delivery and meeting ‘consumer’ demands than
enriching citizens’ participatory lives.

Thomas Zittel (Chapter 4) looks more specifically at the challenges of
e-democracy for parliaments from a comparative perspective, both in terms of
external relations with voters and for internal organisation and communication.
His examination of the Swedish Riksdag, the US House of Representatives and
the German Bundestag reveals that the process of putting all three parliaments
on the Net has opened up some new channels for voter participation, although
they are very moderate in ambition and scope. Certainly the notion that the
floodgates of direct democracy have been opened is soundly rejected, particularly
by the German and Swedish cases. The comparative approach adopted by Zittel,
however, allows him to temper criticism of such the slow pace of change by
reference to the political context. His analysis reveals that there are crucial
differences between the structure of representation underlying the Swedish
Riksdag and the German Bundestag on the one hand, and the US House of
Representatives on the other that need to be taken into account when assessing
their openness to using new ICTs in these participatory ways. Parliamentary
systems like Sweden and Germany, provide little incentive to their representatives
to focus on particular constituents and to structure the representative process in a
more participatory way. The point of reference of an individual representative in
parliamentary democracies is on the party more than on the voter. Parliaments
in presidential democracies, however, show less party discipline and individual
representatives have closer links to their constituencies and to voters.
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Joachim Åström’s essay on the Swedish local government (Chapter 5) further
confirms the idea of institutionalised logic driving, or perhaps more accurately,
slowly prodding the process of new ICT adaptation. Given Sweden’s very high
rates of Internet access, the prospects for digital democracy might be considered
better than in many other countries. However, while the attitudes of elites, in this
instance, the chairmen of municipal executive boards, may be optimistic towards
using the Internet to develop more participatory forms of democracy, very few
local governments are found to have actually attempted to implement such ideas.
Of those local governments that have sought to use the Internet more extensively,
the analysis reveals an emphasis on modernisation and efficiency rather than 
e-democracy reforms. Such conservatism, as Åström points out, while it is
founded on a variety of factors, also reveals a basic institutional inertia among
Swedish local governments. Government leaders clearly do place a high priority
on online participation but the concrete political and technological changes
necessary to realising these ambitions escape them.

Turning to look at the response of the more porous and flexible aspects of the
representative system to the challenge of the new ICTs, the findings are, in certain
respects, rather surprising. Adaptation among the more institutionally linked
actors, namely the individual representatives and those seeking office, as
described by Greer and LaPointe (Chapter 6), is arguably less adventurous than
the efforts made by legislative institutions more generally (as described by
Needham). While on the one hand, the developments in website content across
the 1998 and 2000 US elections revealed an increasing boldness among candi-
dates for using the media to campaign, these initiatives are not necessarily geared
towards developing the participatory potential of technology. Very few candidates
undertook to develop dialogue with voters, or to make themselves accountable
through their sites, and in fact the figures showed a decline among incumbent
candidate sites in providing constituent help in 2000. Information became more
plentiful but sites also became glitzier and perhaps, most significantly, more
negative. Thus, despite the new media presenting a plethora of novel communi-
cation tools and offering a basis for a new style of political campaigning, the
movement towards ‘politics as usual’ seems to be one of the more discernable and
pronounced trends among candidates for office, at least in the United States.

Chapter 7 by Perez turns our attention to organisations at the international
level and how they are adapting to new ICTs as a way of creating greater open-
ness and accountability. The chapter covers a range of organisations that exhibit
differing levels of institutionalisation Thus, in addition to the highly state-centric
and formalised regime of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) we also learn
about the efforts being made by the less government-oriented International
Organisation for Standardisation (ISO), as well as the more recently created vir-
tual entity, the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN).
Overall, a similar story of modernisation and limited reform emerges with the
WTO and ISO revealed as having taken some small and halting steps towards
using the new technology to open themselves up to greater scrutiny from the
public. More constructive uses, however, have been made in regard to making
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their internal processes more transparent. Somewhat surprisingly, ICANN,
despite being an internet-formed and focused entity, is not revealed as a trail
blazer in terms of incorporating more participation from its global constituents
via the new media. Indeed, if anything it seems to be retreating from its earlier
commitments to canvass Internet users for decision-making purposes. Of course,
as Perez’s analysis also points out, the more restrained efforts by international
regimes in terms of mobilising popular opinion and input, should be placed in
context of their more pronounced collective-action dilemma. With a global con-
stituency, an individual’s return on their participation to achieve a public or even
private good is more diluted than at the national level, inevitably lowering their
incentive to contribute. However, in what is perhaps one of the most instructive
parts of the book, Perez also demonstrates how the Internet actually forms one of
the most effective tools for reducing the transaction and coordination costs for
international political actors. Thus, ultimately, the chapter places the responsibil-
ity with these regimes, rather than the technology or the public, to ensure more
participatory uses are made of the new ICTs.

One of the increasing challenges for representative institutions and organisa-
tions and indeed representative democracy more generally is the growing
internationalisation and globalisation of politics and economic markets. Many
policy issues now have an international dimension and supranational structures,
such as the EU and the WTO, have become increasingly important. Yet, for the
most part, representative organisations, such as parties and trade unions, remain
rooted in the nation state. However, one of greatest areas of participatory poten-
tial of the Internet is its ability to provide a tool for creating transnational links
and internationalising protest. As Hodkinson notes (Chapter 8), there are an
increasing number of examples of international action facilitated by new ICTs.
Yet, Hodkinson also reminds us strongly that protest in cyberspace should not be
seen in a vacuum. Organisational/institutional culture, history and context are
crucial to understanding the dynamics of net-based protest. In the case of the
labour movement, it would appear that inherent long-term barriers to interna-
tional cooperation cannot be overcome altogether by use of the technology.
Indeed, in the case of the labour movement, ICTs may create new barriers to
international solidarity and mobilisation – not least because of the global digital
divide but also because some workers view the technology as a threat to their
livelihoods.

Overall, the official labour movement and national trade unions have been
relatively conservative in their use of the technology largely concentrating on
providing basic information or trying to modernise their appeal via e-service
provision. The innovation that has emerged from Labour movement has tended
to come from activist networks or even individual campaigners. Whilst much has
been made of the ability of technology to create new ties and links, Hodkinson
suggests that in the case of trade unions, technology has so far rarely created
brand new international ties and even when it has, it has been difficult to sustain
them. Face to face activism remains crucially important in building long-term
trust and solidarity.
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Pickerill (Chapter 9) similarly underlines the importance of issue-context and
organisational structure as catalysts for net mobilisation but paints a more positive
picture of the value of ICTs in this case for environmental activists. Whilst noting
overall that environmental movements have been some of most active users of the
Internet-based technology, Pickerill outlines marked differences between different
types of environmental organisation. In part, it should come as no surprise that
the environmental movement has used the technology creatively, since it has
a long-established record of expanding the repertoire of protest activities.
Nevertheless, Pickerill suggests that the Internet is likely to be of particular bene-
fit to more loosely organised, direct-action focused, protest networks. As with the
labour movement, this is not to suggest that the technology creates protest. For the
most part, core activist networks are already in place, but where there is a focused
issue and shared goals, Internet technology makes it easier for such networks to
punch above their weight and generate greater awareness of their campaigns
than would otherwise be the case. The fluid structures of protest networks mean
that they are free to experiment with new ICTs, and unlike representative institu-
tions and organisations they have less to lose. In part, this is because they are not
formally answerable to anyone except themselves. They are not spending public
money, if they make mistakes they are under less scrutiny from the traditional
media than formal organisations and they lack hierarchies of control.

Clearly the growth of direct-action protest and so-called dis(organisations) 
pre-dates the emergence of Internet technology. However, what this study sug-
gests is that such technology may accelerate some of the broad pre-existing trends
within representative politics – in this case the facilitation of issue-based protest
politics. This does not necessarily mean the usurpation of representative organi-
sations or the promotion of particular models of protest activity. As Pickerill illus-
trates, ICTs can assist most organisations, (from formal pressure groups to protest
networks), to achieve their aims more efficiently but she argues that the latter have
the most gain from deploying the technology effectively.

Thus, based on the evidence presented in this volume, it would appear that
modernisation and reform are the watchwords that best characterise the impact
of the new ICTs on representative democracy as a whole. From the more formal
structures of executive and legislative power to the looser intermediaries of envi-
ronmental movements, there is evidence of genuine enthusiasm for deploying the
technologies towards more democratic and reformist ends. What we do not see as
yet, however, is much evidence that this adaptation is producing any fundamental
change in how these units operate or the ends that they pursue. From the descrip-
tions offered here, it seems that our democratic intermediaries are mostly inter-
ested in the technology as a means to continue performing their existing
functions, only to a better level. This seems to be the case whether they are the
older and more embedded institutional structures or more fluid and flexible orga-
nisational actors. Thus, our initial propositions about the different aptitude dis-
played by macro- and meso-level representative bodies towards making innovative
use of the interactive properties of the new ICTs do not appear to be supported.
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Whether these patterns will continue into the future is an open question.
Hopefully, however, this book has provided something of a benchmark for
studying the pace and direction of those future developments across a broad
range of political actors, as representative democracies move further into the
digital age.
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