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Is the Internet an instrument of democracy?

Patrice FLICHY

Is the Internet an opportunity for or a threat to democracy? The sure way to a
Balkanisation of public opinion or the seedbed of ew deliberative practices?
Patrice Flichy presents here an important synthesisf the research — including
his own — available on the subject. The picture heaints dispels a good few

assumptions...

Ever since Internet use has spread among the patblarge, the same controversy
regularly flares up: does this new communicatiovicieenhance democratic debate?
The discussion got a new lease of life with theeadh\of the blog and more broadly
the web 2.0 application which allows web users xpress themselves even more
easily than before. The Internet, unlike radioadevision, places the broadcaster and
the receiver on the same plane, hence it is, orfabe of it, the ideal tool for a
participative democracy wherein the citizen couitkivene on a regular basis in the
public debate. In this paper, | propose to inveséighow this matter was first
addressed, as the new technology took off, and wghtte current situation. Does
Internet duplicate traditional media concentratmmdoes it give a voice to new
actors? Does the new cyberspace enhance demasetibieration or does it further a
Balkanisation of public opinions? Is Internet uldtaly in symbiosis with the new
patterns of civic engagement? Fifteen years ateworking became accessible to the
public at large, it would be no luxury to take #toc

A virtual Agora or a cacophony?



In the early nineties, the Internet was often Ithils a new virtual Agotaln the first
book publicizing the new technologyjournalist Howard Rheingold compares at
length the Web to the Habermassian public spheeesaiv in it a device liable to
revitalise democracy. This political vision of theternet would be taken up by
numerous authors, not least Al Gore, then ViceiBees$ of the United States, in his
address to the International Telecommunications otuni

[http://www.goelzer.net/telecom/al-gore.hifnl This was to be a major factor to

recommend the new technology.

However academics observing online community behawvere soon to dispute this
point of view, forums often play host to abuse exaes (flame wars) as users
virulently cling to their own views. For Mark Pogteonline debates do not meet the
standards of the public sphere, namely of a debateeen equals where rational
arguments prevail and where a common positionuglso Internet only matches the
first feature. Web users can indeed exchange oeqgaal footing but whether this
exchange is reasoned is another matter. The delms not move towards the
elaboration of a common position but rather spisitento many contradictory
viewpoints. This splintering is further reinforceg the fact that users’ identities are
hazy and shifting. Not only do contributors useasdis and create for themselves a
virtual identity but they may change this identtyhave several.

This coexistence of identities, which was studigdSherry Turklé appears to be one
of the major causes of this difficulty online commities find in arriving to a common
viewpoint. In real life, the diverse traits of arpen are unified by being bound in the

same body; when dealing face to face, each spgakeeives the complexity of the

! For an analysis of Internet’s founding Utopia, Begrice Flichy The Internet Imaginaire MIT Press,
Cambridge (MA), 2007. On Cyberdemocracy, see Chapadso Thierry Vedel “idée de démocratie
électronique. Origines, visions, questions", indahPerrineau (dir.).e désenchantement
démocratiqueEditions de I'Aube, La Tour d’Aigues, 2003, pg32266 (“The Idea of Virtual
Democracy. Origins, Visions, Questions” Dgmocratic disenchantmént

2 Howard RheingoldThe Virtual Community. Homesteading on the Eledtr&mnontier, Harper
Perennial, New York, 1994.

3 Al Gore,Remarks at International Telecommunications UnBuenos Aires, March 21, 1994,
http://www.goelzer.net/telecom/al-gore.html

* Mark Poster, “Cyberdemocracy : The Internet amdRbblic Sphere”, in David Holmes (eWjrtual
Politics, Identity and Community in Cyberspaage, London, 1997, pp. 212- 228.

® Sherry TurkleLife on the ScreefMouchstone, New York, 1997.




other and can bank on that complexity to reach grieeanent. By contrast, virtual

communities foster the multiplicity of adamant vjgnints rather than flexibilifyy
Some Communities of interests less homogenous thpeaople think

These academic papers, emanating essentially feyehplogy and psycho-sociology
departments, appear formally to write off onlinélieidebates. Yet forums, chats or
discussion lists exchanges remain an importantriateactivity. Surely, users do not
access these virtual spheres for the sole pleagurnsulting each other or assuming
another persona! Online communities have beenifahby the Internet founders as
“common interest communitieS’It’s an easier way to find people liable to sheweh
and such interest of ours than in real life. Tiish@ange does not touch on the whole
of a person’s life but some elements of their peaity relating to some leisure
pursuit as well as more private matters such aesf, family issues... The exchange
will be intense but restricted to one personallgment. We are then in the presence
of so called “instrumental intimacy”. These comnti@s, very numerous on the net
and often enduring, might exchange experiencesxperésé. They have been
studied mainly by economists and sociologists.

The “epistemic communities” are a particularly netging object of observation as
they bring together diversely skilled participarfsee software communities are a
fine example of this. They bring together develgpexpert users and beginners. The
former advise the two other groups, but convergbly latter provide developers with
information on the software’s faults and gremliAkhough exchanges are thus in the
main balanced, with the “experts” mediating betwettie beginners and the
developers, the community may yet be confrontetbgpjams. These communities

can only survive if they are regulated. In the anse of Debian, a Linux sub-

® Similar propositions are to be found in Beth Kokwd Elisabeth Reid, “Dissolution and
Fragmentation : Problems in On-line Communities"Steven Jones (ed}ybersociety 2.&age,
Thousand Oaks, 1998, p. 212-229.

" Joseph Licklider and Robert Taylor, “The Compuatera Communication DeviceScience and
TechnologyApril 1968, Reprinted itn Memoriam: J.C.R. Licklider 1915-199Migital Systems
Research Center, Palo Alto, California, 1990 p. 38.

8 For a typology of these communities, see Michaisaélen, "Information goods and online
communities"in Eric Brousseau and Nicolas Curiats]tnternet and Digital Economi¢€ambridge
University Press, Cambridge (UK), 2007



community that Nicolas Aurdystudied, many procedures have been set up, tearri
at a base format for the texts sent, manage messegerting bugs, enable correction
cycles, select aspiring developer... A permanentudision list, the Debian Policy, is
the compulsory channel through which to receive awibate new proposals.
Elaborate voting systems are provided. We have aateect democracy moderated
by technological aptitude and the knowledge of pasbory.

Many other examples spring to mind in the field Héalth'®, reviews of cultural
products... In all those cases, communities of isterepresent a realm where
Internet can operate as a genuine hub for exchamgig@roductive public debate. It is
also worth noting that these communities are lesadgenous than has often been

supposed. Experts and beginners rub shouldersanstructive manner.

Consumers and Citizens

The discussion on the place of the Web in the deaticcdebate got a new lease of
life after the publication of American law profesgBass Sunstein’s book entitled
Republic.corl. Two points in this book, which gave rise to esiga controversy,
deserve closer attention and | shall address timetarn. First the tendency Internet
has shown to model citizen sovereignty on consisaeereignty; and second the fact
that political debate on the net essentially britoggether users of similar views.

What fundamentally distinguishes the Internet frearlier media is the way this
technology makes it possible to offer the useramged information. Not only can
consumers find much more easily a product meetieg £xact demand but they can
even put together their own newspaper. A concegit Ith futurologists like Toffler,
Gilder or Negroponte could only dream of in the &l early 90s is currently

available to web users through personalised psedices such as Netvibes and RSS

9 Nicolas Auray, “La régulation de la connaissanagbitrage sur la taille et gestion aux frontiéres
dans la communauté Debian [The regulation of kndgde size and scope control for the Debian
community]”, Revue d’économie politique, March 20@4. 160-182. Nicolas Auray, “Le sens du juste
dans un noyau d’experts : Debian et le puritanisivigue [Debian and Civic Puritanism]", in Serge
Proulx, Frangoise Massit-Folléa et Bernard Conedfs), Internet, une utopie limitée. Nouvelles
régulations, nouvelles solidarités [Internet a ltediUtopia. New Regulations, New Solidarities],
Québec, Les presses de 'université Laval, 20057 pi94.

9 Madeleine Akrich et Cécile Méadel, “Prendre seslic#ments / prendre la parole : les usages des
médicaments par les patients dans les listes dagdi®n électroniques [To take a pill, to takesadt
arguing about medication on electronic patientulismon lists]”,Sciences sociales et san#®02, n° 1,
pp. 89-116http://tinyurl.com/ywzgew

1 Cass SunsteiRepublic.com Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2001. Bibek was updated in
a later version entitleBepublic.com 2.@ublished in 2007




feeds which make it possible to get constantly tgmlanformation. In this case of
figure the consumer is sovereign and chooses wihaldases. Cass Sunstein rightly
reminds us that political sovereignty is radicalijferent. “Citizens do not think or
act like consumers$?®. Political democracy emanates from a deliberagiweernment.
Political choices do not always match a personisg®l interests but those of the
community. Public opinion is arrived at through dtt) exchange and deliberation.
Conversely, many 90s Internet thinkers, whose thedrave often been close to those
proposed by the libertarians, think that politicdloices should increasingly be
managed like economic choices. Viz Louis Rosséte founder oWired magazine

a major source of critical thinking on the web, whought that the new information
network would permit the suppression of the statecation system, leaving each
family free to find the education set-up they thioluigest suited to their children.

But these provocative views found a more sophitgct&xpression in a 1996 article
published by two jurists under the title “The newi€ Virtue of the Internet”. For

David Johnson and David Posittp://firstmonday.org/issues/issue3 1/johnotie

crucial difference between cyberspace and ordispace is the absolute mobility of
its users. They can change site in no time attlalls controlling the information
providers’ power. This mobility, rather than votisgynow the vector through which
people can express collective preferences. “Inathlene context, the check against
Sysop tyranny is not "one person, one vote" biherathe ease of exit. And there is
reason to believe that the combination of decdmtrdlrule-making by means of (1)
the unilateral actions of sysops to define onlipaces and (2) the unilateral decisions
by users to join or leave such spaces will arriva good solution to the collective-
action problent® We have thus arrived at a framework where thieaits’ opinion is
expressed in the same way as the consumers’: thribegdismissal of the product or
website which has ceased to suit. Public opinionas achieved on the basis of a
range of debates and exchanges; instead, at a ntismetice citizen-consumers can
vote with their feet or more precisely with theiouse.

This thesis, much in tune with early Internet Usspiwas robustly disputéd Several

authors stressed the fact that this was tantanmtourmoving all State regulation. In

21bid. p. 114.

13 David Johnson and David Post, “The New ‘civic wirtof the Internet”First Monday vol. 3, n° 1,
1998.http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue3_1/johngmnl9.

14 See Andrew Shapiro, “The Disappearance of Cybeespad the Rise of Code”, (1998%8ton Hall
Constitutional Law Journal03.




his answer to his critics, David Post clarified psition on regulation: “We don't
need ‘a plan’ but a multitude of plans from amongah individuals can choose, and
‘the market’, and not action by the global colleeti is most likely to bring that
plenitude to us?®

At a time when Internet is much more regulated byegnments, this debate may
seem a thing of the past but it is worth quotingnfar as it shows that there was
indeed, at the onset of the web, a distinct blgroh consumer and citizen roles, one

which has endured, as Sunstein correctly appretiate

Communication Medium and Democracy

The second threat to democracy Sunstein anticigedas the web lies with the fact
that political debates are liable to take placevben people of similar views. This
thesis which has been partly echoed by Azi Lev-@uh Bernard Manitf, has, unlike
the former, given rise to extensive discussion.

Nobody disputes the fact that, thanks to the Wélzeas potentially have access to
richer information than before, and that they caketpart in many debates. But
opinion is divided on whether users turn only tesior forums representing opinions
close to their own or on the contrary are givendpportunity, thanks to the net, to
confront opinions differing from it. In other wordfoes the Internet hold back or
reinforce deliberative democracy?

For Sunstein, the wellspring of democratic pubbkpression is free speech in the
parks, demonstration on the public highway. In thisy citizens find themselves
unintentionally confronted to viewpoints other théreir own; they become aware
that other views exist. The other democracy-fougdiconstituent is shared
experience, which provides some sort of “sociakgl’he major media focus public
attention on a few showcase programmes in contriéistthe Internet, which is liable
to balkanise political discourse. There, Sunst@nverges with a media sociology

trend that has taken a close interest in “mediantsVe These are to be read as

!5 David. Post, “What Larry Doesn't Get: Code, Lang &iberty in CyberspaceStanfordLaw
Review May 2000, vol. 52, p. 144@tp://tinyurl.com/2yc6qc. Post is at this point commenting on
Larry Lessig’sCode and Other Laws of CyberspaBasic Book, New York, 1999.

16 Azi Lev-On et Bernard Manin, "Internet Happy Aceitds: Deliberation and Online Exposure to
Opposing Views"Esprit, May 2006 http://tinyurl.com/2phdr7




symbolic acts ritualised by means of ceremoniain@iairgy, the object of which is to
enable society to restate its allegiance to itsiéumental valués,

Contrary to these mass media, Internet is not yeplia these great collective rituals.
Truth to say, the nature of these rituals is chaggthough not as a result of the
emergence of the web. For the great television tdskthat governed public life are
increasingly replaced by “infotainment” programgseAhe many talk shows, where
politicians show up more and more often, to be icEmed essentially as places where
political issues are shun? Or should they be seeth® contrary as the occasion to
glimpse at the candidates’ personal qualities,t@lkey factor in political choice? Or
isn't it the case that, anyway, as television paogming discriminates less and less
between the private and the public spheres suevelntion is inescapabi®&®

As always at its onset, and before it goes on tdifp®ociety in due course, a new
technology fits in with existing developments. Irwarld where private and public
talk get more and more intermingled it is hardlypsising to find Internet busy
offering its users the interconnecting of their leeges. The web also comes about
against a background of major media diversificatiwhen the punter is faced with a
much broader offer than hitherto.

In order to assess how web users respond to tbigepation of public expression, it
behoves to scrutinize the way this information me& structured. Is it concentrated
or splintered? Is it open to new actors? Are tlcerenections between sites?

The concentration of online information

The Web proffers in huge quantity information batth and profuse. A study on the
2005 European Constitution referendum for instamuémbered more than 300
websites addressing the question. Similarly a 20@3nerican survey

[http://www.johnkeane.net/pdf docs/teaching sougmesile/google.pdf arrives at

1700 sites treating of the abortion isSudt will be clear that comparing the Web to

" Daniel Dayan et Elihu Katz, Media Events: The LBmadcasting of History, Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1992, Cambridge (MA), 1992.

18 On this issue see the quantitative analysis obesn programs by Kees Brants “Who is afraid of
infotainment?"European Journal of communicatioh998, 13(3) and a qualitative analysis of French
programs by Erik Neveu, “De l'art (et du codt) dtér la politique. La démocratie dalk show

version francaise [Of the avoidance of Politicad3ne (and Costly) Art] ).
http://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2003-2.htm

19 Guilhem Fouetillou, "Le web et le traité consiibninel européen. Ecologie d’une localité thématique
compétitive [The Web and the European Constitutidnaaty]", Reseaux2007, n° 144. Matthew




mainstream media is not straightforward since tfieras of a different type. For,
unlike press or television material, web informatremains available forever. Suffice
it to say here that the Internet has today becomajar media contender.

Does this wealth of online information breed a wideging diversity of information
intake? Not remotely: citizens focus on a few skia#ing from the traditional media
world and deemed to provide diversified and quaiitformation. An American

survey http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_2004 Campaidf].gonducted on the

2004 campaigf? shows that about half (48.5%) of users consultomajedia sites
(31.5%) or Internet portals (17%), with CNN.comrametting 20% of the demand.
This concentration of the online readership hasvgra great deal since, in 2000,
major media sites and portals only pooled a quaftdre public.

This growing concentration of the readership cartlypde put down to a specific
Internet device, that of hyperlinks. For many weders get to a site via links. The
American survey quoted above studied web use ompdlitical issue$ and shows
that the main site gathers, depending on the sylijetween 7 and 53% of the links
set by other sites, the 10 main sites gather betv@eand 38% and the first 50
between 70 and 95%. We thus arrive at a statidtiealk down known as Power Law
whereby a tiny number of sites soak up the bultheflinks and a very large number
get very few.

This study further confirms the key role played &arch engines in retrieving
information for users. It is a well-know fact tHabogle classes the sites suggested in
response to a search according to the number @rligks leading to these sites. The
authors of this survey rightly speak @boglearchyto typify the phenomenon they
have observed. Coincidentally, they had observedniother piece of research that
there was a strong correlation between the numbknks leading to a site and the
number of visits. Ultimately, and contrary to wrearly theorists thought, the web,

like other media, fosters high concentration. Tiginer take all” situation has been

Hindman, Kostas Tsioutsiouliklis et Judy. A. Johmstsooglearchy : How a few heavily-linked sites
dominate politics online”, 2003, Midwest Politicatience Association

http://www.johnkeane.net/pdf docs/teaching_sougmesile/google.pdfNumbering the sites requires

a complex methodology going far beyond the mereesgkeyed into a search engine. For more detail,
check out the methodology data for each article.

% |_ee Rainie, Michael Cornfield et John Horriganh&Tinternet and Campaign 200#ew Internet &
American Life Projectp. 6,http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_2004_Campaidh.p

2L Abortion, capital punishment, arms sales confaésident, Congress, general politics, see Hindman
et al.,op. cit, p. 2




spotted by a number of economists who see in iexpéanation to the success of such

high tech enterprises as Amazon and Facebook.

An Open Space

Does this concentration of websites imply that ltiternet is no different from other
media? Obviously not. Internet is a space wheig @asier to produce information
than anywhere else, where the obstacles to erdripaer. Many opinions are voiced
on the net, which had not found an outlet in thénsteeam media, or if so, with great
difficulty. This was the case during the Europeam$litution referendum. Whereas
the “yes” camp had ready access to the mainstreadiamthe “no” camp, which, for
the most part, did not belong to the leading prditiorganisations made extensive use
of the web to represent their views. According teilem Fouetillou’s researéh
two thirds of the web sites dealing with the refieghem supported the “no”. In this
instance, the Web became the obvious communicatiannel for those ill served by
mainstream media. Coincidentally, the web is adsd dbpen to minority - nay fringe -
opinion trends, notably negationist and racist dffecent shades. The same
polarisation around a few sites that is almost gbetantial with the web can be
observed in these realms.

Beyond the political representation of existingugye (media, political or ideological
organisations...), the Web also gives individualsphbssibility to voice their opinion
via self-publication sites or blogs. Contrary toavhas sometimes been said, political
blogs amount to little more than a fraction of Blegosphere, at best a few tens of
thousands of the two millions active blogs in Fenin the typology of blogs and

their public pttp://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2006-4-pagehir] established by

Dominique Cardon and Héléne Delaunay-Teférehe political blog makes up a
specific category which distinguishes itself by tfaet that, unlike other blogs
(diaries, teenagers mags intended for their gahg)proposition is detached from the
person of the proponent whose identity is knowe; @bject is to exchange views in
the public sphere (frequently mentioning messages fother blogs in their own)

directing to numerous external links, in particuta media or political party

2 Guilhem Fouetilloupp. cit.

% Dominique Cardon et Héléne Delaunay-Teterel, "tadlpction de soi comme technique
relationnelle. Un essai des blogs par leurs pulfBe#-representation as a relational technique]",
Réseaux2006, n° 138http://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2006-4-pagehtr.




websites. Finally the blogrolls, that is the lidt lmks towards favoured blogs is
longer. We have left a type of discourse never @ad from the person behind it and
aimed at a restricted group to enter the publiesphReader's comments, which are
displayed, like in all blogs are more numerous lander”.

A closer analysis of political blo§sreveals different categories of authors: national
or local political figures, professional observéjsurnalists operating within their
paper's framework, independent journalists, commation advisers), or ordinary
citizens. The object of the blog may be to commantpolitical life, to promote a
political figure or organisation, to rally citizems the context of elections or social
problems. Political blogs evince the same concgaitraf links and readership as had
been observed regarding websifedust we infer from these several observations
that political blogs are rather a minority inter@stolving only a few citizens and
with a very concentrated readership? The influeidgdogs on public debate is rarely
direct; it is most of the time relayed by major naedAn American study

[http://www2.scedu.unibo.it/roversi/SocioNet/blogpdinal.pdl?’ shows that the

best-known blogs are read and quoted by journaliBtey have the power to
challenge or indeed to influence the agenda. The Rather episode, when the CBS
star anchor’s false reporting of GW Bush’s militdmgtory was exposed by blogers,
bears this out. Blogers have become the new newsalBlogs produced by
professionals, especially journalists, exhibit aftirely novel type of writing. Donald

Matheson refers to it at as "knowledge-as-process'opposed to "knowledge-as-

“8 in which the author states his varied sources;usises them, offers many

product
hyperlinks. Thus this information model challengissreader and invites comments

and debates.

Mapping the informational online space

24 A quantitative study of the comments left on blogaducted in English confirms this finding. Itals
mentions that comments amount to 30% of the volafi®ogs content. See Gilad Mishne et Natalie
Glance, “Leave a reply: an analysis of weblog comisie WWW2006Edinburgh,
http://staff.science.uva.nl/~gilad/pubs/www2006ddomments.pdf
% Fabienne Greffet, “Politics as usual ? Les blogliues francais en 2005 [French Political blags
2005]", ColloqueDémocratie et dispositifs électroniqu&ecember 2005,
http://loiseaugerard.free.fr/DEL colloque/DEL ,%20imaihtisme/DEL %2012,%20Greffet,%20blogs. pdf
% Daniel Drezner et Henry Farrell, “The power anditips of blogs”, American Political Science
,Zé;ssociation2004,http://www2.scedu.unibo.it/roversi/SocioNet/bloqaefmal.pdf

Ibidem
% Donald Matheson, “Weblogs and the epistemologyefews : some trends in online journalism”,
New media & societ®004, vol. 6, n° 4, pp. 443-468. The author workesentially orGuardian
journalists’ blogs




The range of websites or blogs research mentioresd Bhows that the online
information space is strongly focalised aroundssitich have become influential,
they are the most read, the most quoted, the mesisbed. Though, in many cases,
they represent existing media or political actorw actors have also emerged (the
example of the rionisté French sites during the European referendum ¢sise in
point). As ever, innovation has, to some extenghuéfled the cards. But this
topography of the web needs to be studied furthes.these sites, unequal though
they be, structured in a fragmented way, by opiradiinities, or do they, on the
contrary, smooth the way of web users around thei@ys sphere? We are currently
short of data on users’ movements in the politieainf®; but it is nevertheless
possible to study the way publishers steer webirgyrthe extra information they
direct to, via the hyperlinks they set up for threiaders.

Research [seéttp://delivery.acm.org/]..conducted on American blogs during the

2004 presidential electidhshow that although the links are many (14 on ay&ka
they are in their majority (91%) turned towardsittmvn side. It is however worth
noting that the most read blogs are the least idsvdooking (85%). The study
mentioned above on the European referendum yielaly fdifferent results since
“intracommunity” links are weaker all around: 76& the “no” sites and 53% for the
“yes” side. Their greater openness can be put dowhe specificity of this debate. It
so happens that two political parties, the Sodsmksd the Green, split on the issue
during the campaign, leaving in place the manydinkhich existed prior to the
“referendum divide®. Another idiosyncrasy is owed to the fact that ‘thes” sites
connected more with institutional and major medies¥ broadly favourable to them,
whereas the “no” sites had to look to their ownrigflerence information. These very
specific features of the debate on the EuropeaerrBedum thus account for the gap

existing between French and American surveys

2 For a study of internet perusal in general sekli6°of Réseaux, _http://www.cairn .info/revue-
reseaux-2002-6.htm

%' Lada Adamic and Natalie Glance, “The politicalgisphere and the 2004 US Election : Divided
their blog”, Proceedings of the third international workshoplimk discovery Chicago, 2005,
http://delivery.acm.org/..An other study conducted in the early days ofwkeb yielded similar
figures, cf. Andrew Chin, “Making the world wide tvsafe for democracyHastings
Communications & Entertainment LawJourna897 (309).

3L G. Fouetillouop. cit, p. 291.

32«yes” sites had on average 1.2 links towards fitins and major media versus 0.7 for the “no”
sites




All considered, the research on websites and blogscentration and that on
hyperlinks structure yields two results permittitg lay Sunstein’s case to rest.
Internet, in spite of its diversity, is focalisedoand a restricted number of sites.
Generalist sites are usually the work of journsgligither as the offshoot of on an
existing news provider such as CNN or as an arfgyess agency dispatches, as is
often the case for news sites on major portalsevan in the case of new press
ventures such as Rue89 (Street89). In line with-gpetialised media, they offer a
fairly diversified range of news and comments. Heeve given a much more
manageable initial investment than is the casetrfaditional media formats, the
Internet has also assisted the development of aissue driven media. These “issue
driven websites” or specialised blogs exhibit somunities similarly focalised
around a few sites. In this field, which is patgntle most innovative Internet feature,
the dearth of these sites’ links towards otherigestof opinion may represent a
genuine risk of public space Balkanisation, of apincommunalisation. But to size
up this danger, an other internet feature needbetcscrutinized: that of debates
between users which take place in particular irurftg, chat rooms or discussion

lists*®. This is by definition where online deliberativendocracy is at.

Web Debates

A survey Jennifer Stromer-Galley conducted with tnembers of three online
discussion groups makes it possible to judge wihétigeexchanges take place within
homogenous (like-mindedness theory) or heterogeneommunities. There can be
no doubt that Internet lets you meet people whaokthike you. This is indeed the
community of interest theory that is at the coretlod web’s development. This
demand for contacts with like-minded people seeh®s dtronger as people find
themselves isolated in their natural environmefttige). If nothing else, this goes to
show that Internet impact cannot be analysed inu#galy from real life context.

Conversely many people surveyed value diversityeyTéxtol the merits of meeting
online people who are different from themselvegialy, geographically but also

people who don't think like them. These web usémgl in this way an audience

3 Other debating formulae also exist on the webalsigtblog commenting, which it is worth
remembering amounts to 30% of blog content. A closadysis of blogs debating has yet to be carried
out.



before whom they can state their views. Sometirttesse divergent opinions might
shock or offend them but the encounter is rathenses an opportunity to clarify
one’s views, to fine-tune one’s arguments. Suchodppities are rare in real life.
Indeed, Wyatt and Katz’ research on political disians* show that these tend to
take place at home or at work and occur mostly eetwpeople with whom
disagreements are not frequent.

A generalisation of Stromer-Galley’s monographigdst may lead to the conclusion
that Internet fosters public debate. However, & ttebate is intentional, users will
have decided on the specific sites they will twwnwhereas participation to public
online debate is often less intentional than hanspposed. A study conducted in
the United States on the site Slashdot, designedTiduffs, show that political
debates hosted on that site during the 2004 pretsadielections drew a lot of interest.
Representing less than 5% of the whole, theseigailiscussions were the liveliest,
drawing more frequent comments — on average 35%°mdrwas likewise observed
in France that, during the latest presidential cagmp the political debate was also
significant on leading non-political sites suchdagtissimo(health site) ohardware
(IT site). This must be seen as equivalent to thence encounters Sunstein sees as
the origin of American deliberative democracy.

But it is conceivable to use the Internet in a mereactive way. Within the
Electronic dialogue project launched during the@p@esidential elections, a sample
of US citizens were asked to take part in 60 malltidiscussion groups that went
online live on a regular basis. These debates thatercreased voting and local
involvement in public 1if8%. For all that this is a limited experience, it can
nevertheless serve as a model for the organisafigublic debate, the “dialogical”

democracy studied by Michel Callon, Pierre Lascosinaed Yannick Barthé

3 Robert Wyatt, Elihu Katz and Joohan Kim, “Bridgitige spheres : Political and personal
conversation in public and private spacégyrnal of Communicatior2000, Vol. 50, n° 1, pp. 71-92.
% Clifford Arthur Cochise Lampe, “Talking politicsnahe side: political conversation on Slashdot”,
DIAC 2005 Stanford http://www.online-deliberation.net/conf2005/viewgaphp?id36p. 16.

% Vincent Price et Joseph Cappella, “Online delibersand its influence: The electronic dialogue
project in campaign 2000IT&Society,2002, Vol. 1, n° 1, pp. 303-329,
http://www.stanford.edu/group/sigss/itandsociet{4@0/v01i01a20.pdf

37 Michel Callon, Pierre Lascoumes et Yannick Barttair dans un monde incertain. Essai sur la
démocratie techniquicting in an Uncertain World. Essay on a Techgatal Democracy]; Le
Seuil, Paris, 2001.




Internet may in this case advance the setting upr@tesses liable to enrich public

debate and stimulate Citizens’ involventént

The Internet and Political Commitment

To close this survey of the role of the Internethim the democratic process, it
behoves to check the role IT networks play in paditical activity. In a context in
which political involvement is mostly on the warall(in support, reluctance to “sign
up”), the web has set up a tool suited to new wewient formulae, be it in traditional
parties or in new campaigning structures. The egpee ofTemps réelsthe Socialist
Party (PS)’s virtual arm is worth observing. Thegmral intention was to try and
bring sympathizers together, disregarding tradéiageographic embedding. But this
particular subgroup, and here lies its most inngeateature, has also become an
essential PS forum on information and communicatahnologies, where the debate
is open not only to the subgroup members (60) dother party members (70) and to
“correspondents” (106} who contribute though they are not members. Thitisirw
its own competence frameworkemps réeldas organised a new debating model
reaching beyond the scope of the organisation. défeate is lively since 60% of
members participate.

This new form of virtual involvement was at the tied Ségolene Royal’s sifeésirs
d’avenir. There too, the object was to call on expert kolge and evidence coming
from the grassroots, beyond the party. It got aethisespond& On the one hand the
readership was low (125.000 unique visitors a mothiat is 10% of left daily
Libération's site readership), on the other, the campaigoingut was impressive (in
October 2006, 45000 messages had been posted) velotlie most innovating factor

resides in the campaigning activity shift from araimmunications, actual meetings to

3 See for instance the case studied by Nicolas &gmy, “Les éoliennes en Atrébatie : Les TIC dans
la boite a outils de la démocratie dialogique [Wingtbines in Atrébatie : ITC in the Toolbox of
Dialogical Democracy]’Hermes 2007, n° 47, pp. 29-40. See also Laurence MonnByeith, “Le
débat public en ligne : une ouverture des espaasseacteurs de la délibération ?[Public Debate
Online : Opening up the Spaces and Minds for Deditien ]”, in Le débat public : une expérience
francaise de démocratie participatiyeollective work), La Découverte, Paris, 2007.

39 Figures for December 2003. Godefroy Beauvall&latrice Ronai, “Vivre & temps réels. Le
renouvellement des pratiques militantes autoufTd€sest-il possible au sein des partis de
gouvernement ? [Is ICT Driven Activism Renewal Roisswithin Governing Parties]Réseaux2005,
n° 129-130, p. 28Attp://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2005-1-page-Rith

0 See Godefroy Beauvallet, “Parti de campagne t#fikn ligne au sein de ‘Désirs d’avenir’
[Activism Online @ ‘Désirs d’avenir’]”’Hermeés 2007, n° 47, pp. 155-166.




the design of standardised form&tyle sheets, website architecturaéjolitical
involvement now calls on other skills; it is diadtby procedure.

Obviously the model itself should not be imputedthe Internet medium. For
evidence of this, just compaBgésirs d’avenirto Frangois Bayrou’s campaign site. In
the latter case, activist participation is completifferent, the object is no longer to
make points or deliberate but to express feelingact to the campaign. The users
who intervene are newcomers to political action wkeed to comfort each other and
to share in a common experiefice

Whilst major political structures do begin to gbe thang of the web, this tool was
first used by the latest arrivals on the campaigrsoene, and whose organisational
resources are low. In this instance, Internet tsaaijunct to political commitment; it
becomes one of its key instruments. The antiglehabn movement Attac is a fine
illustration of this case of figure. Originally, ghinternet was intended as a way to
reciprocate information among activists. But it v&@®n to become the channel for
horizontal debates independent from the leadershiipin the organisation. These
debates, which, as is often the case on the netebcinvolve only a small minority,
suddenly acquire a high visibility as the numben@fssages more than make up for
the want of active participants. This “strengtmimbers” Gabriel Tarde refers to in
L’Opinon et la foule (Opinion and the Croyvdan bring about shifts in the balance of
power within the organisati6h Some of these discussion cheerleaders thus achiev
new power to call into question. They can get tlssgkiation to include some items
that matter to them on the agenda.

Thus, the web is unquestionably a tool that enaBlggic’s grassroots activists to be
heard, that brings about a reduction of the digtd®tween leadership and grassroots.
There is however a risk, namely that the most vgeaple online become self-
appointed representatives even though they havéewt elected, as they draw part
of their legitimacy from the faculty to be activedeed ubiquitous in this new sphere.
In an organisation that has had to handle manynateonflicts, it is plain to see that

the relationships between Internet and democraeglafting to say the least.

“1 See Marie-Anne NourrMaster’s thesis on institutions communicatitmiversité de Marne de
Vallée, 2007
42 adopt here the conclusions Flore Trautmann adratein her excellent piece, “Internet au service
de la démocratie ? Le cas d'Attac [Does Internetes®emocracy ?]"Cahiers du Cevipef2001, n°
30,

http://www.cevipof.msh-paris.fr/publications/catgéCahierDUCEVIPOF30.pdf




But the further one gets from an activism firmlyrustured around lasting
organisations, the greater the proximity one fibdsveen the network pattern of the
web and that of some late arrivals to politicahast. Fabien Granjon has referred to
a “structural affinity” between the Web and the tiagiobalisation” movementd
This movement, which builds up through the reguiayh points provided by the
World Social Forums, is an activists’ transnationatwork. Information must be
circulated, synthesized, sometimes translated rédieing fed to a network which has
no centre. This is therefore quite unlike thésirs d’avenirmodel, where Internet is
the means to re-centralise, or the Attac model (tdenlogical closeness not
withstanding) where there exists constant tenseiwden the elaboration of positions
through voting and through the executive on the lar@ and through the Internet on
the other. In the altermondialist neo-activismied Social Forums, there is a political
project attuned to the Internet model, a freshngtteat a reticular democracy is being
evolved which ties in with civil society’s involvaant. Pierre Rosenvallon observes
for his part that one of the major characteristitthe new social movements is their
pursuit of a watching, denouncing and recordingndgewhich underpins “counter-
democracy”. He further observes a few pages ontlieatveb is ideally suited to this

type of activity”.

Conclusion

Like other media tools, the Internet bears the noérikhat notions its designers might
have had of social and political communication. if$&as a pioneering innovation
socially as well as technologically. They felt aexperienced these new forms of
social relationships that have become known as wowded individualism”

[http://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2004-2-pagehiv] and which typify both

people’s private and professional fifeThis social model also features in the latest
types of political activism where individuals chedkeir modus operandi, but always

“3 Fabien Granjon, “Mouvement anti-mondialisatiomlispositifs de communication sur réseaux
[Antiglobalisation Movement and Online Communicalip Colloque 2001, Bogues, 2001, Globalisme
et pluralisme, Presses de 'université de Lavad32dome 4, pp. 137-154. See also by the sameautho
L'internet militant[Militant Internet], Apogée, Paris, 2001.

*4 Pierre Rosanvallon,a contre-démocratie. La politique & I'age de ldidéce[Counter-democracy,
Politics in Distrusting Times]Le Seuil, Paris, 2006, p.68 et 75.

4 patrice Flichy, “L’individualisme connecté, entaetechnique numérique et la société [Networked
Individualism, between Digital Technology and Stgie Réseaux2004, n° 124, pp. 17-51,
http://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2004-2-pagehim.




in coordination with others. The net has thus angfrhomology with new modes of
democratic involvement and deliberation. Admittedipt all web users, far from it,
visit political news and debate sites, nevertheles® information devices have
appeared and new debating formats are being set up.

Novel though it is, the Internet reproduces sonauies of earlier media. There is
strong public concentration on a few determinirtgssiThey provide the seedbed of
shared information necessary to social cohesiderriat is a network, a web where
different data are connected one to another. Téug@aphy of hyperlinks is less open
than had been supposed. There is therefore a dédmgethe web be more like an
archipelago than a “Superhighway”. However thigdrision of the news providers
also exists in other media.

All in all, the Internetper se does not have a negative impact on democratic
deliberation. It has, to some extent, been shagembbiety’s distinctive features but it
also offers genuine opportunities for new — maudifokticular — democratic formulae
wherein citizens do not settle for just electingithrepresentatives but can also
discuss, watch and judge their actions.



