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A NEW COMMUNICATION ERA

In the 20th century, information was communicated 
through a few very powerful broadcasters.

What happens when our society’s information 
system is built on a network of many connected 
nodes?



CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
BROADCAST VS. NETWORK ERAS



BROADCAST ERA (1920-20??)

Means of production and distribution of messages 
expensive and highly centralized

Very limited amount of content can be circulated

Owned, accessed and controlled by certain 
members of society



NETWORK ERA (1993-)

Cost of disseminating messages à 0; 

•means of producing/distributing messages 
more accessible

Unlimited content can be circulated and accessed

Little control of access; little gatekeeping



CLAIMS ABOUT INTERNET’S SOCIAL 
IMPACTS

We will explore 3 claims about the Internet and 
democracy

Each claim will be supported by key ideas, and 
refuted by key ideas



3 CLAIMS

Digital media will: 

• democratize communication, because it will 
give everyone a public voice
• reduce inequalities in knowledge, because it 

will make information available to all
• facilitate civic engagement by empowering 

citizens and challenging repressive leaders



THREE HYPOTHESES

Digital utopianism

Digital dystopianism

The normalization hypothesis



DEMOCRATIZING COMMUNICATION?

The modern day “pamphleteer” 

an analogy used by Supreme Court Justice John 
Paul Stevens in arguing for First Amendment rights 
for online speech, 1997



ARGUMENTS FOR DEMOCRATIZATION

Physical infrastructure exists for any person on the 
Web to gain a global voice

Examples of citizens who have made their names 
with web content:

Markos Moulitsas; Michelle Malkin



MARKOS MOULITSAS (DAILY KOS)

Salvadoran and Greek heritage

Served in Army (‘Kos’)

Northern Illinois University

•Wrote for college newspaper
Law school at Boston University

DailyKos founded 2002; 

by 2009, 215,000 users



MICHELLE MALKIN

Daughter of Filipino parents

Grew up in Philadelphia

Went to Oberlin

•Wrote for a college paper

Successful journalistic career: LA Daily News, 
Seattle Times, Fox News Channel, books

Started MichelleMalkin.com in 2004



BUT…
ARGUMENTS AGAINST 
DEMOCRATIZATION
Matthew Hindman: The Myth of Digital 
Democracy

Sure, anyone can potentially reach a mass audience, 
but who actually do? And how many actually do?



MYTH (CONTD)

Who?

Top bloggers tend to be highly educated elites:

•Of top 10 bloggers, 8 have attended either an Ivy 
League or similar stature; many have law degrees
•Several had successful careers in journalism



MYTH OF DIGITAL DEMOCRACY

How many ‘average’ citizens reach mass audience 
through digital media?

Not many: there are ‘viral’ events, 

but they are rare!

and many receive support from a traditional, 
‘broadcast’ channel





MYTH (SUMMARY)

It is possible for ‘average’ citizens to reach many 
people online, but “everyone a pamphleteer” is 
overstated

Most of the people successful online look a lot like 
those who are most successful in broadcast: upper-
middle class, educated

Most of the popular online content is produced by 
people who look a lot like the ones producing 
broadcast messages



EDUCATING THE MASSES?



ARGUMENTS FOR EDUCATING THE 
MASSES

Is an unlimited supply of information available 
online? 

Yes, incontestably

See:

Wikipedia

Google Books

Project Gutenberg

The whole Web!



CASE STUDY: WIKIPEDIA

Founded by Jimmy Wales, 2001

Key observation: Many of us have special areas of 
knowledge that can be shared and searchable

Stated goal: “To compile the sum of all human 
knowledge into a web-based, free content 
encyclopedia”



WIKIPEDIA

Most popular non-profit site on Web





WIKIPEDIA

Most popular non-profit site on Web

Great example of digital utopianism
All the world’s knowledge free to everyone

Non-market, collaborative production



HOW TO MAKE WIKIPEDIA’S 
INFORMATION RELIABLE?

Can anyone contribute to Wikipedia?

Yes

How long will your contribution stay there?

Often, not long



WIKIPEDIA’S STRUCTURE

Roles

“editor”: Anyone

“administrator”: 1,488

•Special privileges
“bots”

How it all works

All changes are logged

Changes can be easily reverted

Editors develop expertise, reputation, commitment, 
specialization



SO CAN I CITE WIKIPEDIA?

No.

You still don’t know who wrote a particular section 
on Wikipedia or why they did so

So it’s impossible to assess credentials

But good Wikipedia articles are well-cited

And we can assess the credentials of those materials

So Wikipedia can be a good starting place for 
(some) research



HOW GOOD IS WIKIPEDIA?

Wikipedia vs. Encyclopedia Britannica: 2005 study 
in Nature

Wikipedia: slightly more errors per article (3.86 vs. 
2.92)

BUT: Britannica ALSO had errors!

AND: Wikipedia often has much more 
information, links to outside content, and is 
updated almost instantly



BUT…
3 REASONS THE PUBLIC MAY NOT BE 
GETTING MORE EDUCATED

Digital divide: 2 levels

• 1st-level: Some people have more/better access
than others
• 2nd-level: Even with equal access, some have 

more sophisticated skills
• 3rd-level: Attention and interest

And after all, what is the public interested in?





EDUCATING (SUMMARY)

Web offers incredible tools for sharing knowledge

But availability is not the same as acquisition
knowledge.

In conclusion:

Despite marked increases in information 
availability, studies have not seen a rise in public 
knowledge of politics



ARGUMENT FOR ENABLING ACTIVISM

Digital activism connects people in new ways

Makes it possible to coordinate outside of physical 
space—reducing cost of connection, expensive 
communications

Makes it possible to coordinate within physical 
space as an event is happening



ARAB SPRING, 2011

Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen, Libya, Syria…



EGYPT, 2011

#jan25



TIMELINE

Pre-2011

•Student activism, protests, organization work

June 2010: Khaled Said is killed by police

Late 2010: Wael Ghonim starts FB page

Jan 25, 2011: Start of Egyptian protests





BUT: BE CAREFUL NOT TO OVERSTATE 
ROLE OF DIGITAL MEDIA

Twitter, Facebook are sometimes most visible forms 
of grassroots organizing (especially in an 
international situation)

But often they are rooted in extensive offline 
organizational activity

In Egypt, the April 6 Movement



ALSO:
ARGUMENTS AGAINST ENABLING 
ACTIVISM

Evgeny Morozov: The Net Delusion

Whatever advantage grassroots activists gain from 
digital media, the gains of repressive states will be 
greater.



THE NET DELUSION: WHY?

Because the same tools used for organizing can be 
used for surveillance.

• “The information that creates rich social 
networks online… is also tremendously useful 
for undermining those networks”

Who has the resources to create the most effective 
malware/spam/denial of service?



CONCLUSIONS

Is there evidence for the democratization of 
communication, the expansion of knowledge 
online, and new tools for activists (digital 
utopianism)?

•Sometimes. Perhaps more often imagined than 
in reality

Is there evidence for the opposite?

•Perhaps. We need to remain vigilant to this
Is there evidence for normalization?

•Yes, in most cases the evidence is strongest here



SEE YOU NEXT 
WEEK


