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PREFACE 

There has been an Information Revolution and we are either living in an Information 

Society or are about to enter an Information Society. At least, so proclaim newspaper and 

magazine articles, as well as television and radio programmes. Popular books describe the 

‘death of distance’(Cairncross 1997) as well as the ‘third wave’ which is coming after the 

agricultural and industrial ‘waves’ (Toffler 1980), and newspapers and magazines are zealous 

in their discussion of new gadgets and the transformation (sometimes good and sometimes 

bad) that these technological marvels herald. Academic writers are less certain, with some 

arguing that current technologies are leading to economic and social transformation (Castells 

1996; Poster 1990) while others (Schiller 1985; Wood 1997) argue that the Information 

Revolution is just the Industrial Revolution with a few new frills.
i
 Some have argued that new

technologies will lead to freedom and empowerment (Bell 1973), while others have drawn 

attention to these technologies increasing the power of states or multinational corporations, at 

the expense of individuals (Lyon 2002; 1994; Lyon and Zureik 1996). This book is not 

intended to be an exhaustive or definitive discussion of the digital revolution or the 

Information Society,
ii
 nor is it intended to proclaim or denounce the new Information Society.

However, whether there is a new economic, political, and social order emerging, or not; 

whether the new order is beneficial or detrimental to citizens; all agree that significant 

changes are taking place. Often, however, it is as though we are all bystanders, watching 

change taking place, with very little public participation in the process. The central issue in 

this book is that technology, including the new information and communications technology 

linked with the Information Society, is not a force external to society and beyond the control 

of society; technology is an integral part of society and is acted upon and altered by social 

forces (Winner 1977; Williams 1974). 

This book is not an attempt to predict the future; the future will result from 

interactions between technologies, individuals, social forces and political policies, and will 

differ from society to society. There has never been a single or inevitable result of 

technological change, and, in the context of recent technological changes, there is no ‘one 

size fits all’ outcome in which societies throughout the world will either become carbon 

copies of each other or mini-versions of the United States. The societies that will emerge in 

the twenty-first century depend on policy choices that individuals and governments make, 

whether by acts of commission or omission. The future is not inevitable; it is flexible and can 

be altered. The aim of this book is to encourage individuals to contribute to such policy 

choices, so that the society that emerges is one that citizens desire rather than one neither of 

their making or choosing. Its aim is to encourage discussion and thought rather than proclaim 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 7:  POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

7.1. Introduction 

In earlier chapters, the role of the states in promoting and regulating economic 

activities has been discussed, as have government policies regarding the regulation of 

information. Who decides what states should be doing in these areas? Who decides 

what information should be protected under data protection legislation, or what the 

rules of electronic commerce should be? These issues of policy have to be decided 

before governments can administer those policies, and all citizens play a role in 

determining public policy. The potential political consequences of new technologies are 

significant, possibly changing the way in which citizens participate in policy formation. 

For citizens in democracies, political participation in policy formation is 

restricted to voting at elections and so choosing amongst the competing policies of 

different political parties. The parties with the most votes then have the mandate to 

bring those policies into force. People may also vote at referendum, if the matter is 

something that elected politicians are not permitted to do themselves and which may 

require a change to the constitution of a country. There are a range of informal 

mechanisms by which people have input into policy, ranging from writing to their 

politicians to participating in interest groups that lobby governments and politicians on 

specific issues. All of these are means by which people can influence decisions about 

the allocation of the scarce resources (often tax revenue) controlled by the state. 

The democratic process is changing as a result of new technologies, and there is 

potential for greater change in the future. Electronic voting, virtual public meetings, 

politicians participating in internet question and answer sessions are examples of 

current political changes. The structure of traditional political parties is changing, and 

new political parties and interest and community groups are emerging, to enable 

citizens to participate in policy formation is new ways. There is a tendency towards a 

displacement or marginalization of formal political parties; interest groups, social 

partners, and community groups tend to bypass the political parties and articulate 

policy concerns directly to administrators and political decision-makers. New 

technologies have been facilitating such trends by providing inexpensive means of 

communication and information transfer, so that small groups find it easier to both 

organise internally and communicate externally. 

Many countries have suffered increased political apathy, with diminished 

interest in voting and political participation generally. Information technologies provide 

mechanisms by which such a decline in participation might be arrested and enhanced 

political participation encouraged. Many governments have issued policy documents 

proposing such improved participation, whether through traditional structures or newly 

developed structures (Melody 1996). These range from the ‘National Information 

Infrastructure’ pronouncements in the United States (Gore 1991; Information 

Infrastructure Task Force 1993) to the European Union’s High Level Expert Group on 

the Social and Societal Aspects of the Information Society (Commission of the 

European Community 1996) noting that “ICTs create new opportunities for greater 

public participation in and awareness of the political process”.
47

 The recent report by

Ireland's Information Society Steering Committee (Information Society Steering 

Committee 1996) suggests similar policy directions, projecting that “Government will 

become more accessible and responsive to its citizens’ needs”. These policy documents 

paint a picture of a future in which citizens are informed about current issues and 
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participate in policy decisions as interested and concerned parties. By and large, these 

documents are aspirational; what is the evidence for such changes? 

7.2. Representative Democracy 

To understand why people expect new technologies to revolutionise and 

transform political structures, one must understand how contemporary democracies 

developed. For many industrial democracies, the model of government is representative 

democracy, and people imagine no other way for a democracy to function. But, 

representative democracy developed as a compromise between the desire for citizens to 

contribute to policy, and the constraints imposed by the limitations of distance and size. 

Before the emergence of states, political decisions were based on a consensus, based on 

discussions in which everyone participated (Roberts 1979; Lewellen 1992).
48

 Even

after the emergence of states, it was still possible for all citizens to meet together. 

Policy issues could be discussed and decisions taken, on issues affecting the entire 

political community. This model of a forum for public discussion is taken from the 

agora of the early states of Greece where all citizens (but neither slaves nor women) 

could meet (2003), and can still be the case rural small towns or villages. This is direct 

democracy, and, for many, it is the ideal model for policy formation. However, it 

requires an informed citizenry who can meet, on a face-to-face basis, over a sufficient 

period of time to come to agreement (whether by consensus or a vote). As the size of a 

political community grows, direct input becomes impractical. It is impractical for all 

citizens to meet together for long enough to make policy decisions. Imagine the size of 

a town hall that would be necessary for all the citizens of even a small city to meet 

together, and imagine how long it would take for citizens to inform themselves of the 

issue involved, discuss it, and then come to a decision. It is simply too expensive to 

inform all citizens of the issues involved, too costly for them to travel far enough to 

meet together, and too difficult for them to gather together in one place where they can 

debate and discuss and vote on the issue. 

Once a political system grows too large, representative democracy becomes a 

necessary substitute for direct democracy. Citizens elect someone to represent their 

views, and delegate, to these elected representatives, the power to make policy 

decisions on the behalf of citizens. While elected representatives sometimes consult 

with their constituents, it would be time-consuming to obtain their views on every 

issue, so politicians make their own decisions. Their policy positions were endorsed by 

voters at the previous election, so they can then make the decisions that they believe 

their constituents would desire, or would be in the best interests of their constituents. At 

subsequent elections, the electorate can change policy by electing someone with a 

different ideological or policy stance. While it is possible for all citizens of a nation to 

vote on the same set of politicians, it is more common that a country is divided into a 

number of regional constituencies, and people decide amongst the competing 

candidates within that constituency. The presumption is, then, that the politician will 

articulate the concerns of that locality or constituency. 

Although representatives are elected in local constituencies, the representatives 

are also members of political parties which operate at a national level and which 

articulate broad policy orientations. The process of elections, as well as parliamentary 

discussions, are the public fora in which people and groups with differing views debate 

and, eventually, accommodate to each other to come to a consensus view on collective 

policy. In addition to elected representatives articulating the concerns of a locality, 

interest groups articulate the concerns of particular occupational or other groups, such 
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as doctors, environmental activists, and so on. Such groups actively contact politicians 

or civil servants to exert pressure on those making policy, and thus are often referred to 

as ‘pressure groups’ as well as ‘interest groups’. Politicians or bureaucrats may 

voluntarily consult these groups while considering policy decisions, to ensure as broad 

a consensus as possible. 

More recently, the policy process in many liberal democracies has also come to 

involve ‘social partners’. This has been an attempt to create consensus politics among 

the various interest groups, including trade unions, employers, and some generalised 

vision of the ‘public’.
49

 Social partnership is founded, to some extent, on the pragmatic

realisation that voluntary compliance by all members of society is necessary: 

compliance cannot be imposed or coerced, as there are too many informal or unofficial 

means by which resistance can be expressed. If all members of society, or their 

representatives, are involved in policy formulation, they can be held accountable for 

any non-compliance in the execution of policy. 

All of these interests and groups form a ‘public sphere’, as Habermas (1989) 

and others have argued, which has been crucial for rational-critical debate in the 

formulation of public policy, as new mass media have permitted a larger number of 

people to become involved in policy debate. Newspapers and pamphlets were vital in 

encouraging discussion, changing people's views on various issues, and increasing 

public support for political positions. Pamphleting has often been a crucial means of 

spreading alternative political views throughout the world. More recently, newspapers, 

radio, and television have also provided important vehicles for communicating policy 

issues and encouraging debate. These are obviously important because of the reduced 

cost of producing the information, in terms of the number of people that can be 

communicated with, as well as reducing the time delay in reaching them. These 

technologies enabled more information to be communicated to citizens from 

established political groups, but such mass media outlets tend to exclude alternative 

political views, and such alternative policies have tended to be marginalized in terms of 

policy debate. Furthermore, while information could be distributed to the general 

population, only a small portion of that population were able to participate in the 

formulation of policy. 

The structure has not necessarily been the best possible, but it has developed to 

accommodate the practical limitations of communication and participation in the 

context of ever larger political systems. It is impossible to underestimate the extent to 

which the information technology revolution has removed the previous restrictions on 

information flow as well as communication and transportation. The fundamental reason 

for representative democracy as a substitute for direct democracy has now been 

removed, leading people to rethink the fundamentals of how people participate in 

politics and policy. 

7.3. New Political Structures 

Representative democracy has been based on the unavoidable limitations of 

previously existing communications technologies, but new communications 

technologies reduce communications costs and increase speed of communication. 

Direct, rather than representative democracy, is once again possible, despite the large 

numbers of citizens and the large geographical expanse involved. It is now feasible for 

citizens to inform themselves on a wide range of issues, and participate in discussion 

and debate, make their opinions known in the decision making process, and even vote 

directly on issues. Even if the structure of representative democracy is maintained, new 
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mechanisms of collective participation are possible. Local groups and interest groups 

can meet and discuss issues and convey their opinions to policy-makers (politicians and 

civil servants) and monitor the application or administration of policy as it affects them. 

Just as new technologies have led to ‘dis-intermediation’ in many organisations (with 

intermediaries between levels of an organisation disappearing), so also could 

politicians, political parties, and interest groups decrease as links between citizen and 

state. 

7.3.1. traditional political parties 

Traditional political parties have been affected by new information and 

communications technologies, in the same ways as other organisations. New 

technologies are being used to reduce communication and co-ordination costs with 

external audiences and internal activists. New technology has been used to reduce 

organisation costs, obtain better information on public concerns, and target specific 

electoral interests. Political parties use websites and electronic newsletters to mobilise 

existing supporters and recruit new supporters. New technologies are used to conduct 

research on policy issues more effectively, and, by using detailed demographic 

information on voters, target specific kinds of voters with specially designed mailings 

or advertisements that appeal to class, regional, or other special characteristics. It may 

also involve giving speeches in areas that are tailored to the concerns of voters in that 

particular area. Many politicians use computer technology to keep track of constituents 

with whom they have contact; such records can be used, in elections, to seek political 

support. 

Elections have been altered by new technologies. New technology has increased 

the efficiency and reduced the cost of opinion polls, so political parties can gather, 

input, and process survey data at great speed and little cost. During elections, political 

parties commission private surveys to gauge public opinion and alter policy in response 

to public opinion. This has made political parties more responsive to public input than 

they previously were. During elections, political parties also use new technology to co-

ordinate activities, especially policy statements during elections. As issues arise, 

research can be done quickly, and then disseminated to all the candidates. This means 

that all the candidates can respond, in the same way to the same issue, even if that issue 

arose only in the last twenty-four hours. 

New mass media technologies have been largely viewed as a new means by 

which the electorate can be targeted; it is an extension of other mass media 

communication, which is one-way communication from the party to the electorate. 

New technology can also be used by citizens to contact politicians, which facilitates 

debate and discussion. Political parties, as well as politicians, in many countries now 

have email addresses as well as response forms on web pages, so that voters can make 

suggestions or respond to statements from political parties and politicians. These 

communication channels are a supplement to the traditional ones of personal visits and 

phone calls; although there is some evidence in the United States of new 

communications technologies replacing traditional means of mobilizing supporters. 

Democratic presidential candidate Howard Dean, governor of Vermont, has been 

depending on new technology in his campaign for nomination in the 2004 Presidential 

election. He has used a web site to raise two-thirds of his initial funding of seven 

million dollars, and supporters have been using geographic based software to enable 

people to find other supporters in their local area, so they could meet face to face and 

organise themselves locally (Butcher 2003; O'Brien 2003). These tactics have brought 
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significant cash contributions
50

 and mobilised a relatively large number of potential

supporters. It is too early to tell whether or not the support is confined to a relatively 

small segment of the US vote, or whether it will encourage people to vote who might 

previously have not bothered.
51

 If successful, the campaign will demonstrate the

potential of new technologies to inexpensively mobilize voters. 

7.3.2. special interest groups 

There are some social and political issues that are of passionate concern to a 

small number of individuals, but are of only marginal interest to most people. These 

individuals may organise into single issue organisations (as opposed to traditional 

political parties, which have policies along a broad range of issues). Some examples of 

single-issue organisations would be ecology, nuclear disarmament, and refugee rights 

groups.
52

 In the past, individuals interested in such issues could not undertake collective

action because individuals were too dispersed geographically to co-ordinate their 

activities and to exert pressure on political parties or policy makers. The 

communication costs, both internally and externally, to support such activities would 

have been too expensive, given the small numbers and large distances involved. The 

best they could hope to do was to bring such issues to the attention of the main political 

parties and hope to alter the policies of such parties. 

New technologies have enabled an increased number of interest groups and also 

enhanced their public impact (see Melucci 1996 for a discussion of social movements). 

Geographical dispersion is no longer a barrier to effective political communication and 

coordination. Where activists in traditional parties meet in local areas to co-ordinate 

activities and share information, activists in fringe groups can communicate 

electronically and act in concert. Individuals who previously would have been isolated 

and marginalized can have an impact out of proportion to their numbers. They can 

communicate with the general public, by creating a web site, making videos for 

distribution to television news, providing material for cable or satellite broadcast, or 

electronic publishing. They can stage ‘events’ which will then be covered by the 

mainstream media, thus reaching a large audience. The ecology movement and the 

nuclear disarmament movement are both prime examples of dispersed individuals 

engaging in collective action. Ecological protests, when reported by news programmes, 

raise public awareness and put issues on the political agenda that might otherwise have 

been ignored. This, in turn, leads to mainstream political parties responding to public 

concerns, as illustrated by the protests in Ireland in 1999 over genetically modified 

organisms (O'Sullivan 1999). These activities can, and have, set political agendas for 

politicians, political parties, and governments as a whole.
53

7.3.3. community politics 

Much of the discussion of political change as a result of new technologies has 

focused on the use of new technologies for local empowerment, involving both greater 

participation in local decisions by all as well as participation in national decisions by 

vocal local groups (e.g., Carter 1997). New technologies could enable electronic town 

halls, so that all citizens could participate in collective discussion and decision-making. 

Individuals could find out about current policy issues, and contribute their own views 

as to what the city or local government organisation should do. The Santa Monica 

information system (PEN), in 1989, is often cited as an example of community 

networking, but it has encouraged little public participation and has been used to 

improve administration rather than public policy deliberations (Docter and Dutton 
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1998). There has been a number of other developments in community networking (for 

examples, see Tsagarousianou, Tambini et al. 1998). The Free-Net movement 

(sometimes also known as Community Networking) has been active in the United 

States and Canada, and is a prime example of local activists using new technology to 

increase participation in local community policy making. These movements receive 

varying amounts of state support; very little in the United States, except for some tax 

relief, while the Canadian government supports a community access programme 

(http://cap.unb.ca/). In Ireland, while there is evidence of more and more communities 

using new technology, this is still mostly in order to encourage extra tourist revenue. 

The high infrastructure cost (phone charges, capital costs of computers and modems), 

as well as a general lack of awareness of new technologies, remain impediments to 

community networks, though there remain attempts to encourage community networks 

throughout the world (Huysman, Wenger et al. 2003). The main impact of new 

technologies in community politics is the ease with which individuals can organise 

when specific issues arouse great local interest. These tend to be short-term issues, and, 

due to the informatisation of government administration, such groups can communicate 

electronically with both politicians and administrators. Individuals can organise ad-hoc 

meetings and exert pressure on local politicians and officials, which enhances local 

community solidarity and common identity. Even if such groups do not last long 

enough to enable community networks to develop, they still enable greater political 

participation. 

7.3.4. direct democracy 

At the moment, citizens make direct policy decisions only on issues that are 

beyond the remit of elected politicians. For instance, changes to a national constitution 

require the direct approval of citizens through a referendum. New technology enables 

citizens to have a similar direct policy input on every issue; in such a participatory 

democracy, all citizens participate in decision-making. At the moment, governments 

are experimenting with the more modest aim of introducing electronic voting into 

traditional elections. The major motive is to encourage greater electoral participation by 

making voting easier, although added benefits would be to reduce administrative costs 

and improve voting accuracy (Dutton 1999:173-93).
54

Electronic voting can take two forms. At its simplest level, this involves people 

going to physical voting booths, and satisfying the normal requirements about 

eligibility to vote. They then vote using an electronic machine rather than a physical 

vote. The benefits of such voting would be faster counting of votes, with less scope for 

human error. In the case of complicated voting systems, as exists in Ireland, this would 

mean election results in hours rather than days, and no need for recounts. The Irish 

electoral system is one of the few in the world to use multi-seat constituencies with 

proportional representation for elections. This system makes it possible for political 

parties with twenty percent of the vote (or even less, depending on ranking voting 

preferences) to elect candidates to parliament, but it also means that elections to the 

national legislature can be decided on as few as twenty or thirty votes; in the last 

election (May 17th, 2002), there was a constituency in which only one vote separated 

winner from loser (Kennedy 2002). Electronic voting will mean faster and more 

accurate tabulation of votes. 

Electronic voting can enable voting to be extended to new areas. New 

technologies were used to great effect in South Africa in 1999 (Cross 1999). Polling 

stations were linked electronically (including satellite links) so that results could be 
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collected, despite the poor communications infrastructure (especially the roads) that 

would have otherwise have delayed counting of voting by up to a week. In the 1999 

elections, 14,500 polling stations sent results to Pretoria in triplicate: phone, fax, and a 

high speed data network. The same results had to arrive by two media, independently, 

in order to be verified. By virtue of speeding up the vote count by a week, it improved 

the legitimacy of the poll, and, now that the network is in place, will enable greater 

electoral participation at less cost than before. 

A more elaborate system of electronic voting would involve citizens voting 

electronically, as well as having their vote tabulated electronically. This would reduce 

the costs of holding referenda, since people would use the existing communications 

infrastructure to vote, thus making it affordable for governments to hold many more 

referenda. However, this would involve many complexities. This requires a system of 

validating identity electronically, providing inexpensive access to electronic voting 

systems, and ensuring that votes are both confidential and secure. Such electronic 

voting is still in the experimental stage, but the experiments appear to be successful. In 

the recent local elections in the UK, both Sheffield and Swindon used electronic 

systems that permitted people to vote from home, from public Internet sites, over the 

phone, and even via SMS or text messaging (Mathieson 2003). One of the aspirations 

of the local councils was that, if it were easier for people to vote, then more people 

would vote. The experiment was a modest success, as voter turnout remained the same 

even though turnout throughout the rest of the country declined by five percent. It 

remains to be seen in electronic voting would reverse the decline in electoral 

participation. 

If these experiments are successful, it may means that electronic voting could 

not only be used in traditional elections, but as a means of obtaining policy input on a 

regular basis. Instead of politicians making the policy decisions which they think their 

constituents would wish, the constituents could actually vote on the policy issue. Not a 

few political scientists (as well as many politicians), would argue that such direct 

decision-making would be contrary to good governance. Busy citizens cannot be 

expected to be informed on every issue, and if citizens who lack sufficient time or 

expertise, were expected to make decisions about complex laws, then the result would 

be bad laws. This is why full-time politicians, with their own staff of specialists, are 

necessary, along with the whole panoply of consultative interest groups. Such a system 

might also polarize and factionalise the electorate; elections tend to be conflict based 

whereas the legislative process tends to focus on consensus building. In any event, 

there is little evidence that voters are interested in such direct democracy. There are 

only a limited number of issues on which voters seem to feel strongly enough to want a 

policy input. For the rest, they are content to let others (political parties, interest groups, 

and so on) make the policy decision (c.f., Birrer 1999). 

However, new technologies are increasing public input into legislation in other 

ways. With new computer technology, surveys of public opinion are easier, cheaper, 

and faster, with a consequent increase in the number of surveys being carried out. In 

addition to house to house surveys, there are now mail surveys, telephone surveys, and 

web-based surveys. Sometimes these surveys are carried out by political parties, 

sometimes by politicians concerned to discover local opinion on an issue, and 

sometimes by mass media organisations, such as newspapers or television stations. The 

surveys permit politicians to gauge public opinion more frequently, and on a wider 

range of issues. As politicians feel increasingly vulnerable to public opinion, frequent 

surveys are leading to a more responsive political system, even without the need for 
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direct input by citizens on specific laws. One of the most intriguing developments have 

been phone-in surveys on radio and television programmes. In response to a topical 

issue, people phone a particular number to indicate a yes or no preference. These are 

particularly inexpensive to operate with new technology; they cost very little to initiate 

and the results are available in real-time. These phone-in surveys provide a low cost 

and non-binding alternative to referenda; in Ireland, phone-in surveys have had 

participation rates of over ten thousand phone calls.
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 These high participation polls

provide a snapshot of public opinion which policy makers are likely to take seriously. 

7.4. International Politics 

7.4.1. international pressure groups 

New technologies are also facilitating international pressure groups and interest 

groups. Because of the low ‘start-up’ costs and the low communication costs, 

technology has been used even more effectively at international than at national level. 

There is no need for expensive mailings or other propaganda - electronic word of 

mouth can enable ad-hoc groups with no permanent or rigid structure to mobilize large 

number of people to act in concert in dispersed locations. Demonstrations since the 

June 1999 ‘Reclaim the City’ demonstrations and the World Trade Organisation 

protests have inspired anti-globalisation demonstrations. In June 1999, protests took 

place in seventeen cities around the world, with protesters recruited and organised via 

websites. Since then, such protests have become commonplace, on anti-globalisation 

themes, usually timed to coincide with meetings of either the World Trade Organisation 

or the G7 group of nations. It is virtually impossible to find, much less prosecute, the 

organisers of such demonstrations, and even less possible to stop co-ordination amongst 

interested parties of such protest activities. Such informal groupings seem hardly 

worthy of the term ‘organisation': they lack a formal structure and are recreated, afresh, 

at each new event. They can appear and disappear as quickly as newsgroups and 

discussion lists in ‘cyberspace’ do, with temporary websites and discussion lists which 

lapse once the protest is finished and with new sites and lists circulating, at virtual 

speeds, when a new protest is being organised. Using text messaging, individuals can 

rapidly congregate in specific areas (and just as rapidly disperse). These groups, 

however ephemeral, have ‘real space’ manifestations in concrete political actions, 

which disrupt activities and claim headlines, and are mobilizing people across nations 

(see Surman and Reilly 2003). 

These groups may start as informal associations, but some become formal and 

even legitimate. Ecology and nuclear disarmament movements, already mentioned in 

the context of national politics, are both examples of groups whose members are 

dispersed throughout the world and would have little face-to-face contact with each 

other. New ICTs have enabled internal co-ordination and communication within the 

group, which has been used to develop common policy statements, co-ordinate protest 

activities. ICTs also enable public relations (or propaganda) activities that attract new 

members to the group through an enhanced public profile. GreenNet, PeaceNet and 

ConflictNet all developed as means of articulating specific international policy 

objectives, but have become permanent and well-organised interest groups. They joined 

together to create the Association for Progressive Communications (APC) in 1990 

(Frederick 1993); the groups associated with the APC include the former Soviet Union, 

the Pacific Rim, South America and Africa, and so provide an umbrella for an truly 

international pressure group. 
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The actual political impact of such groups is sometimes debated, but there are 

instances where their actions are claimed to have had significant impact. One example 

has been Amnesty International's use of the Internet to organise protest letters when 

human rights violations are uncovered. It is claimed that hundreds of political prisoners 

have been freed as a result of such co-ordinated pressure campaigns (Odasz 1995:119). 

Equally, NGOs have been very vocal in international environmental conferences, 

exerting great pressure on governments and the policy statements that governments 

agree to at such conferences. In recent international environmental and women's 

conferences, these voluntary organisations have often played a very prominent public 

role in deliberations. In the case of the Women's International Congress in China in 

1996, it has been suggested that the denial of access and participation by some women's 

groups became an issue through electronic discussions and protests, then became an 

issue at the conference, and resulted in a UN working group being established to 

examine the issue. So, in some instances, the activities of these dispersed electronic 

groups have resulted in policy outputs. 

7.4.2. international expressions of internal dissent 

New technologies also enables international expressions of internal national 

dissent, as well as the international organisation of dissent. In some countries, dissident 

groups cannot legally express their views within the country and, even with new 

technology, the development of alternative political groupings is suppressed. 

Previously, their only propaganda outlet would have been underground press 

publications or offshore radio broadcasts. Now, individuals can convey their views to 

an international audience using new technologies, and can also use ‘offshore’ electronic 

sites to disseminate information within their own country. Electronic discussion groups 

on the Internet are often used as fora for opposition to national governments, such as 

the People's Republic of China, the government of Burma, and so on. Such groups are 

also a means by which emigrants can keep in contact with each other, for social support 

as well as political action. Inexpensive video cameras, and tape recorders have all 

become means of capturing information and, especially if the visual or audio 

information is digitised, making it available to a wider audience, including 

transnational news organisations such as CNN. World Wide Web sites become quasi-

official sources of information to counter ‘propaganda’ claims of repressive regimes. 

With the proliferation of satellite broadcasting and internet video and audio streaming, 

it is also getting difficult to prevent such propaganda from being received within the 

target country.
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 Telephone connections can be used to communicate digitised text,

graphics, video information; even verbal information, when rapidly disseminated, has 

an important impact. 

The threat of such electronic dissident action is evidenced by the extremes to 

which countries go to suppress it. The publicity that resulted from the suppression of 

dissent in Tiananmen Square was effective precisely because it was disseminated on an 

international scale, and, on the ten year anniversary of Tiananmen Square, the Chinese 

government reduced, as much as possible, communication from citizens to outside 

journalists and also blocked reception of foreign news stations. In the 1991 abortive 

Russian counter-revolution, Yeltsin and his supporters were surrounded in government 

buildings by tanks and soldiers but were still able to get news of the threat to the 

outside world, and so organise world support against the counter-revolutionaries (c.f., 

Castells 1998:60-2). 
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This extra-national discussion now extends to warfare, where conflicting views 

and reports about conflict are expressed on discussion lists. In the early days, these 

discussion lists were on Usenet, but are now often mirrored on World Wide Web sites 

or even hosted on World Wide Web sites, where anyone can post messages, to be read 

anywhere in the world. Since the World Wide Web is available to people with little 

computer expertise, these discussion lists now reach a significantly wider audience. 

Ethnic conflict in Yugoslavia, for instance, was waged electronically (Taylor 1999), 

with conflicting claims (often supported by visual images) were commonly found on 

different web sites. However, as with the ‘fringe’ political action groups, the impact of 

such discussions on policy formation is hard to gauge and may only be as significant as 

graffiti or handing out propaganda sheets on street corners. The benefit is may be 

largely to facilitate the co-ordination of propaganda activities and the dissemination of 

information to activists. The difficulty of regulating international information flows is 

highlighted by the extent to which individuals can have access to satellite broadcasts 

regardless of attempts by government to restrict information (for an example from 

Romania, see Gross 1996). 

It should also be noted that not all activities by emigrants are necessarily illegal. 

With the increase in transnational labour flows and the increase in access to technology, 

there are many ‘long distance nationalists’. These are people who remain committed to 

political participation in their home country, whether their residence in another country 

is temporary or long-term. In countries that permit absentee voting (such as the United 

States), these individuals can be an important political voice. Even in countries where 

citizens who reside outside the country cannot vote (such as Ireland), committed 

citizens can make their opinions known via electronic mail or postal campaigns, and 

can organise themselves as a pressure group. It is notable that recent political history in 

Ireland has begun to emphasise citizenship and identity as a non-territorial 

characteristic. This process that first gained prominence when Mary Robinson was 

President of Ireland and specifically discussed the Irish Diaspora. In her address to the 

Houses of the Oireachtas on 2 February 1995, she highlighted the transformation which 

new technology is bringing about in the way those who leave Ireland continue to 

maintain their Irish identity and their contact with people and events in Ireland 

(Address by Uachtarán na hÉireann Mary Robinson to Joint Sitting of the Houses of the 

Oireachtas, http://www.gov.ie/oireachtas/Addresses/02Feb1995.htm): 

“We are at the centre of an adventure in human information and 

communication greater than any other since the invention of the printing 

press.  We will see our lives changed by that.  We still have time to 

influence the process and I am glad to see that we in Ireland are doing this.  

In some cases this may merely involve drawing attention to what already 

exists.  The entire Radio 1 service of RTE is now transmitted live over most 

of Europe on the Astra satellite.  In North America we have a presence 

through the Galaxy satellite.  There are several Internet providers in Ireland 

and bulletin boards with community databases throughout the island.  The 

magic of E-mail surmounts time and distance and cost.  And the splendid 

and relatively recent technology of the World Wide Web means that local 

energies and powerful opportunities of access are being made available on 

the information highway. 

The shadow of departure will never be lifted.  The grief of seeing a child or 

other family member leave Ireland will always remain sharp and the 

absence will never be easy to bear.  But we can make their lives easier if we 



The Information Revolution and Ireland: prospects and challenges 

ver: 19-Feb-17

7-92 

use this new technology to bring the news from home.  As a people, we are 

proud of our story-telling, our literature, our theatre, our ability to 

improvise with words.  And there is a temptation to think that we put that at 

risk if we espouse these new forms of communication.  In fact we can 

profoundly enrich the method of contact by the means of expression, and 

we can and should - as a people who have a painful historic experience of 

silence and absence - welcome and use the noise, the excitement, the speed 

of contact and the sheer exuberance of these new forms.” 

The recent change in the Irish constitution redefined national identity on a less 

territorial basis, in order to accommodate the Good Friday agreement in Northern 

Ireland. This is part of a continuing process by which those who are no longer resident 

in the state continue to identify with that state and wish to have a political input in the 

policy decisions of that state. New technologies are enabling individuals to participate 

in national or global politics, regardless of where they reside. 

7.4.3. illegal politics 

Some political groups engage in activities that are deemed to be illegal or 

subversive in particular countries, but are accepted elsewhere (e.g., protest movements 

in China or Burma). But there are also groups whose policy aims are illegal almost 

everywhere. These would include white supremacist, racist, anti-Semitic groups as well 

as terrorists groups. The World Wide Web, discussion lists, and electronic mail are 

used by a large number of such groups (Whine 1997; Castells 1997). The use of the 

Internet for such illegal activities is virtually impossible to monitor, much less regulate, 

or stop. As already noted, it is possible to set up a web site, in one jurisdiction, that 

promotes activities that are illegal in another jurisdiction, and it is very difficult to 

prevent access to those web sites. 

In addition, there may be countries that actually disagree about what is illegal. 

There is a great legal diversity in the world, and United Nations conventions that 

promote harmony tend to be vague about specifics. Finally, there are some jurisdictions 

where such laws may actually be impossible to implement. In the United States, the 

First Amendment protection for free speech makes it very difficult to prohibit sites 

discussing activities that many other countries would deem illegal. There have been 

cases of illegal activities in the European Union could not be halted because the site 

was located in the United States. Even if the Internet Service Provider in the United 

States hosting the web site wished to prevent its site from being used, organisations 

promoting the activity could claim protection under the US constitution. 

If it is difficult to monitor or control the sites that are the centre of illegal 

activities, it is equally difficult to find those who access such sites. Tracking people 

who access such sites is a relatively complicated and expensive process. Do such illegal 

electronic activities have sufficient impact to warrant such concern? As with all 

organisations, communication within illegal organisations has two functions: internal 

co-ordination and external propaganda. In terms of external propaganda, it is ‘public’ 

distribution of propaganda that is illegal; private distribution, through personal 

conversations, is usually not illegal and arouses little comment. Racist web sites are 

illegal in the same way as handing out pamphlets at a street corner is illegal, because of 

their public character. Such web sites are worrisome because they are so hard to 

control, but there is little evidence (as of yet), that such sites have significant influence 

or power. Users of the Internet still have to seek such sites out, just as they would 

previously have had to write away for such information. There are differences, of 
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course -- the ‘address’ is easier to find, and the distribution of the information is less 

costly -- so the cost of such propaganda is less. However, there is still no strong 

evidence that using the Internet makes these groups more effective than when they 

were dependent on more traditional propaganda. 

The internal coordination function of such groups is a different issue, however. 

Especially when encryption technology is used, illegal groups now have new resources 

to communicate and co-ordinate activities amongst members. Individuals can exchange 

addresses and can use web sites with password access, they can use bulletin boards that 

are accessed via telephone rather than Internet, and they can use anonymous sites that 

enable users to upload or download files. These actions are difficult to detect, although 

it is possible to monitor the actions of known participants through surveillance 

technology. Yet, this is nothing new. Previously, individuals coordinated activities 

through phone calls; the state could monitor such phone calls only when they first knew 

which individuals to monitor. Similarly, the state can monitor the email or web 

activities once the individuals have first been identified. The problem remains initial 

detection: what are the various email addresses being used, what mobile phone 

numbers are being used (especially in these days of pay-as-you-go mobile phones in 

which the user in anonymous). This is part of a long history of clandestine 

communication among illegal groups, and a problem for police and criminal 

investigation. 

The one new element is the question of encryption. Individuals have often, in 

the past, wished to communicate in ways that enable secure communication. There is a 

long history of using codes to disguise the meaning of letters or other communications, 

so that the communication, if intercepted, cannot be deciphered. In more recent times, 

phone scramblers have been used to ensure secure communication, even if phones were 

tapped. However, such codes are often difficult to keep secure and cumbersome to use. 

The real threat of new communication technologies is the development of secure 

encryption systems that make it possible for anyone, with only a small degree of 

knowledge, to communicate in a secure manner. Indeed, governments, even if they can 

intercept the communication, may still be unable to decipher the content. At the 

moment, though, it is more a worry than a reality. There was concern, for instance, after 

the events of September 11th 2002, that terrorists were using secure encryption to 

organise their activities (Campbell 2001). In fact, since so few communications are 

currently encrypted, that an encrypted communication would be very easy to discover. 

It is more revealing to encrypt a message than to simply use plain electronic mail, 

because it identifies people whose activities should then be monitored. 

7.5. Irish Political Participation 

In this general review of new technologies and political participation, the case 

of Ireland is illustrative of the potential of new technology for political change. Though 

Ireland is not a unique political system, new technologies will have a particular impact 

on the Irish political landscape. Although Ireland is a parliamentary democracy with a 

professional civil service, it is also a post-colonial society (for a summary, see Coakley 

and Gallagher 1999; Chubb 1992; Peillon 1982; Clancy, Drudy et al. 1986). There has 

been an expectation that government benefits were not allocated on the basis of 

objective criteria, but as a result of the personal assistance of politicians. This type of 

politics has been described as clientelist: politicians intercede on behalf of voters and, 

in return, voters become clients, providing votes at election time in reward for benefits 

(Komito 1984). Such a political system is not uncommon in post-colonial nations, 
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where the administration of the state becomes politicised and personalised (Clapham 

1982). In fact, the system actually operated relatively fairly, but in a closed and non-

transparent manner. The ‘influence’ of politicians derived from their knowledge of how 

the system operated, the unwillingness of Irish civil servants to respond directly to 

citizens, and long delays in providing benefits (especially prevalent during the 

expansion of state activities in the 1970s and 80s). Citizens who experienced long 

delays in getting state benefits, and could get no adequate feedback from civil servants, 

were dependent on any assistance politicians could provide. This tacit exchange of 

political support for special personal preference has been a cornerstone of Irish politics 

since independence in the 1920s (Komito and Gallagher 1999). 

This political relationship between citizen, politician, and the state has changed 

as a result of information technology in the government over the past twenty years. 

With the increase in state intervention in Ireland in the 1960s came an increase in the 

amount of work in government departments. Office information systems were 

eventually introduced in the Irish civil service, although it wasn't until the 1980s that a 

dramatic increase in IT-related expenditure, in both equipment and staff, took place 

(Pye 1992). The justification for IT investment was to improve the efficiency of service 

provision, and indeed the speed of processing cases increased, as did the ability of civil 

servants to deal with more complex eligibility criteria, using ever more information 

about applicants. As a consequence, however, the basis for politicians’ special 

influence was undermined. Previously, people needed to monitor the progress of 

applications (Komito 1989), and politicians ‘sold’ their ability to provide this 

information. With the introduction of office information systems, the processing of 

cases speeded up, and the need for intervention to discover the status of a case lessened. 

Furthermore, the direct monitoring of cases by applicants became possible. Under the 

previous system, it was difficult, on a practical level, to find out exactly what was 

happening with a particular case. The answer might only be found on a particular piece 

of paper on a particular desk, and it might not be clear on whose desk the case was, 

and, if the person was away or busy, a report might be slow in coming. Direct queries 

by citizens produced either no answer or an answer only very slowly, but civil servants 

had little choice but to put other work aside to find the answer if a politician inquired. 

With new technology, a departmental information officer (or even a receptionist) can 

now easily trace the progress of cases
57

. Citizens no longer need politicians, they need

only post a letter or make a phone call (often free of charge) to the relevant department 

to monitor an application's progress (Komito 1997). Local government authorities have 

been investing in new technologies which improve internal administration and the 

delivery of services, but which also enable direct input by individuals and groups. 

Increasingly, if an individual or group wants to comment about a proposal or find out 

current state of services, they can contact the local county council directly. 

No longer are citizens dependent on the mediation and intervention of 

politicians for information. Politics in Ireland had previously been conditioned by 

restricted access to information, but this has now changed, as an unintentional 

consequence of efficiency-driven ICT investments. This has altered the nature of the 

relation between citizen and state in Ireland. Individual issues are less central to the 

political process, since politicians do not need to be involved in the provision of 

individual benefits. This leaves scope for the development of collective policy inputs, 

and perhaps it is no coincidence that the 1990s has seen a substantial growth in policy 

based political parties (Democratic Left, Progressive Democrats, Green party), as well 

as ‘fringe’ groups acting to advance local community interests. These political changes 
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have also lessened the dependence of individuals on others to mediate their access to 

power, whether that mediator was a politician or other influential figure. This lessened 

sense of dependency is enabling a more active voice by citizens in the determination of 

public policy in Ireland. Of course one should not over estimate this impact; by and 

large, citizens still acquiesce in decisions being made by influential figures in Irish 

political life. However it is hard to ignore the changes that have taken place of late. 

Technology has reduced the barriers for participation; it is easier for local groups to 

develop and their activities can be more efficient and effective.
58

Not only has there been a growth in policy-driven political parties, but there has 

been an increase in transparency and accountability. This is evidenced by numerous 

tribunals that have been investigating corruption that had been wide spread in the 1980s 

and 1990s, and can be seen as a consequence of direct access to information under 

Freedom of Information legislation. The continuation of clientelist politics in Ireland 

depended on restricted information, when private decisions regarding public policies 

were never subjected to scrutiny. Direct access to information reduces dependency on 

politicians for assistance, enabling individuals to have all the relevant information 

themselves. Freedom of Information legislation ensures access, not only to personal 

information, but all government information. Such public access to the decision process 

exposes decisions made privately, and potentially for private benefit. The result is more 

explicit decisions, easier to justify, and clearly removed from the aura of backrooms 

and private benefit for the well connected (c.f., Komito 1999). 
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introduction of new technologies, see Moseley (1999). 
25

 See chapter seven in Preston (2001) for a discussion of the impact of economic 
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 http://www.sims.berkeley.edu/research/projects/how-much-info-2003/ 
29

 This, needless to say, applies only to societies where the content of mass media is not subject 

to state control. In countries where the state determines information content, consumers learn very 

quickly to be dubious about the authenticity and accuracy of public information. Even the significance of 

the information can be in doubt, since there is likely to be a disparity between what the state and the 

public considers to be significant. There may even develop a ‘black market’ in alternative information. 
30

 There is a long established literature looking at the sociology of mass media and news 

reporting (e.g., Curran, Gurevitch et al. 1977; Pool 1983; Curran and Seaton 1991). 
31

 For further discussion of social studies of science and the sociology of information, see 

Merton (1973), Latour (1987), Yearley (1988), Webster (1991), and Gibbons, Limoges et al. (1994). 
32

 For discussion on the link between technology and the growth of the state, see Ellul (1964), 

Beniger (1986), Mumford (1934; 1962), Dandeker (1990), and Giddens (1985) to name a few. 
33

 With the exception of sacred knowledge which was restricted. 
34

 See Pye (1992) regarding the history of technology investment in Irish government 

departments. 
35

 In practice, since deciphering messages using public key encryption is computer-intensive 

and time-consuming, this system is usually used only to create and share a symmetric key which will be 

valid only for that session. Since the symmetric key is shared using a secure system and will only be used 

for a limited period of time, it is effectively private. In the case of World Wide Web browsers, for 

instance, the software uses public key encryption to create a symmetric key that is valid only for the 

duration of the secure web connection. 
36

 In fact, while there is evidence of the use of public and anonymous email services for 

coordinating illegal activities, the content of these email communications is not encrypted (Campbell 

2001). Instead, the emails depend on messages that would be ambiguous to anyone that did not have a 

shared knowledge of the backgrounds of the individuals -- a time honoured and effective way of talking 

in ‘public’ so that only one's own friends understand the vague references and descriptions. In any event, 

since the use of encrypted communication is so rare, such use is more likely to reveal identities of such 

individuals, as such communications are more easily identified through electronic surveillance than 

unencrypted but unclear communications. 
37

Current laws and proposals in various jurisdictions are tracked by the Electronic Privacy 

Information Centre (http://www.epic.org). 
38

 This issue arose in the earlier discussion of court cases involved Microsoft and other software 

companies. 
39

 This is a constantly changing area, and the best source for current debates is the Electronic 

Frontier Foundation (http://www.eff.org) and Electronic Privacy Information Center 

(http://www.epic.org). 
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40
 There were, of course, exceptions. Many consumers in Ireland could receive BBC and ITV 

without need for relay stations, if they lived close enough to line of sight broadcasters and had directional 

aerials. 
41

 For a general discussion of these issues, see (European Commission Legal Advisory Board 

1996) as well as the EU Green Paper on “The Protection of Minors and Human Dignity in Audiovisual 

and Information Services” (http://europa.eu.int/ISPO/infosoc/legreg/docs/protect.html). 
42

 As reported by BBC, http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/ 

europe/newsid_524000/524951.stm 
43

 Such countries are less likely to have high speed international connections, which reduces 

access to the public, and they may also have poor quality software and hardware support services. 
44

 For instance, the user can jump to a different site outside France and then access the site from 

that remote location; the user can phone an ISP outside France; find a mirror of the site outside the 

United States, or a host of other strategies to short circuit such a ban. 
45

 The Republic of China, for instance (as of 2001), controls ISPs and this enables the 

government to block access to sites if they so desire. Sites blocked often include the BBC site, perhaps 

because there are links from that site to both text and audio versions of its Chinese-language service 

(Gittings 2001). 
46

 In the wake of September 11th, new laws in the United States require librarians to keep track 

of which books are borrowed, using the same logic. Civil liberties groups, as well as librarians, are 

opposed to what is perceived to be an infringement of personal freedom (see http://www.ala.org for the 

American Library Association’s response to the Patriot Act). The same monitoring is proposed for access 

to electronic information. 
47

 Although the Group also warned that “the increase in the flow of information does not 

necessarily engender an amelioration of the democratic system. It could just as easily lead to a distancing 

of citizens with regard to real democratic stakes”. 
48

 Everyone, that is, that had a political voice. In many non-state societies, this excluded women 

and children and might exclude individuals without kinship links. 
49

 This process may also invole consulting ethnic or religious groups as well. 
50

 Howard Dean has raised enough money to enable him to withdraw from the public campaign 

finance system, in which candidates can receive financial assitance from the government but which 

imposed rigid controls on spending. By opting out, he is able to decide his own spending strategy 

(Colgan 2003). 
51

 This was written in November 2003 
52

 This excludes amorphous protests or movements which are not linked to formal, even if 

dispersed, organisations. These movements are increasingly significant, but will be discussed in a later 

section. 
53

 For a discussion on the use of websites for such social movements, see Tsaliki (2003). 
54

 The latter being an even more high profile benefit after the controversies in Florida state 

regarding the recounts in the Bush-Gore Presidential election of 2000. 
55

 The participants may be unrepresentative due to self-selection and are still only be a small 

percentage of the total population of over three and a half million people, but a sample size of ten 

thousand is still likely to have predictive value. For instance, in April 2002, 72 per cent of the 8,430 

participants were dissatisfied with the bishops' statement on clerical child sex abuse (Iish Times, April 

10, 2002). In October 2003, three out of four of 16,000 particpants agreed that residents should pay to 

have rubbish collected, which was during a high visibility protest over such charges (Sunday 

Independent, October 19, 2003). 
56

 It should be noted that difficult does not mean impossible. The recent conflict in Iraq 

demonstrated that many repressive regimes are still to both control internal information and prevent the 

dissemination of external information. 
57

 For an example of this, see Komito (1998b). 
58

 With new technologies, individuals can respond rapidly and organisation collective action. 

These are often adhoc groups which disappear as soon as they appear, but such mobilisation in the face 

of a local issue is effective and their eventual disbandment does not diminish their short term 

effectiveness. 
59

 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technology/3222664.stm 
60

 As reported by news releases from the Revenue Commissioners (Keena 2003) 
61

 Examples would include http://www.oasis.gov.ie/, http://www.gov.uk, 

http://www.firstgov.gov/, and so on. 
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62
 As recently as January 2004, Phillips announced the move of its accountacy services from 

Ireland to Poland, citing reduced labour charges in Poland (Irish Times, 15 January, 2004). This assumes 

that other factors (such as technology infrastructure and labour expertise) are either equal in Poland or at 

least close enough to make the reduced labour overheads cost-effective. 
63

 Shared information system, electronic documents, electronic mail, video conferencing and 

other such technologies make decentralised administration and decision making possible, as has been 

demonstrated in multinational corporations. But evidence from multinational corporations also suggests 

limits in terms of decision-making and sharing tacit knowledge; sometimes the result of decentralised 

administration is the centralisation of crucial decision-making to locations where face-to-face 

communication is still possible. 
64

 This definition is taken from Council of Europe Resolution 94/C48/01, but would be a 

commonly accepted definition. 
65

 This is of increasing concern in places like Dublin, where rising housing costs are driving 

house purchasers further and further outside of Dublin. As two hour commutes each way to work become 

commonplace, the prospect of avoiding such time consuming journeys by teleworking (even if only one 

or two days a week) becomes more attractive. 
66

 This trend towards linking pay for output is not restricted to telework. Monitoring output is 

now also possible with new ICTs in the workplace -- that is, how many phone calls are made, how many 

customers are served, as so on (Smyth 2004 provides a example for Dublin City Council staff). In the 

workplace, monitoring of output is also cost effective, with new technology, and is being used, in 

addition to physical presence, as a monitoring mechanism. This makes possible a move from a regime of 

the same pay scales for all people in the same job description, to determining individual pay by 

individual output, usually in the name of productivity. 
67

 In a study by TUC in the United Kingdom, forty-four percent were part-time and female 

(http://www.tuc.org.uk/work_life/tuc-35040f0.cfm). 
68

 Evidence suggests that recent knowledge is not enough - software engineers fresh out of 

University are not actually of much benefit, until they acquire about two years of experience. But, after 

that two to five years, they are highly employable. (see also Wickham 1998a) 
69

 In addition, as jobs are automated or altered through technology, there is need for training 

conversion from old skills to new skills. 
70

 In some cases, the motivation for such a change can come from the purchasing company. In a 

recent example, an Indian soybean company has sponsored the introduction of internet access to villages 

so that they can obtain the product directly. This reduces the cost and improves the efficiency of their 

operation. It also benefits the villages, which not only get a better price for their soybeans, but can also 

access information (such as proper fertilizers and future weather conditions) that improves their own 

productivity (Waldman 2004). 
71

 This issue will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Ten. 
72

 Of course the inconveniently long queue may result from job reductions imposed by the bank, 

and the switch to automatic teller machines and home banking may be precisely the result which banks 

hoped would result from longer queues. 
73

 In some parts of London, it was so difficult to find a parking place near home that it was 

easier to get shopping delivered than to try to find parking after shopping, which meant ordering the 

shopping online. 
74

 or shopping centre, or café, depending on the cultural mileau. 
75

 It also means that when an individual is composing an email or text message or placing a 

phone call, they can no longer know where the recipient actually is. The person answering the phone call 

or email message can be in Dublin or Dubai. By the same token, when reading an email or answering a 

phone call, the recipient can not know whether the sender is in Delhi or Dallas. Some people find it 

disconcerting to talk to someone without knowing where the person actually is but this is becoming the 

common experience of communication. 
76

 For instance, there has been a move from rigid contact lenses to soft lenses that can be worn 

longer and now a move to laser surgery that alters eyesight permanently. 
77

 Statistics from Commission for Communications Regulation: Irish Communications Market, 

Quarterly Market Updates, (http://www.comreg.ie). 
78

 Evidence already shows that the gender imbalance previously associated with computers and 

the Internet has disappeared. Class barriers remain significant but are slowly shrinking (National 

Telecommunications and Information Administration 2002; Central Statistics Office 2003a; Haase and 

Pratschke 2003). 
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79
 Much has been written on the decreasing public trust of science and the increasing public 

perception that they are surrounded by risk and danger (often caused by science). The central works on 

‘risk’ have been Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991) but see also Loon, Joost and Beck (2000), Tourmey 

(1996), Downey (1986), Winner (1977), and Hess (1995). 
80

 There are many possible definitions of community, and this topic will be further discussed 

later in the chapter. For the moment, it is useful to focus on community as people sharing a similar set of 

beliefs and understandings. Needless to say, the same logic can apply to culture as well, the crucial issue 

is the common understandings the develop out of interaction and there tends to be greater overlap of 

individual understandings at local rather than national level (Mead 1934; Archer 1988). 
81

 See also Colley (1992) for additional descriptions of French history. 
82

 The issues of national identity, nationalism, and culture are far too complex and highly 

debated to be discussed here other than in a very superficial manner. It is enough to suggest that mass 

media is commonly accepted as being an important element in national identity (see Anderson 1991 for a 

historical perspective). 
83

 For a West African example of controlling mass media as well as controlling the circulation 

of other commodities, see Ugboajah (1985). 
84

 However, as the next section will explore, access to foreign media products in the United 

States is increasing, as ethnic groups in the United States and elsewhere use new technologies to access 

foreign media products that are relevant to their cultural heritage. 
85

 Part of the industrial development strategy of the Irish government has been to develop 

multimedia products that enable Irish content to be marketed abroad. 
86

 Although some would say it has Irish derivations originally, as Irish music traditions were 

exported to the United States during the waves of emigration. 
87

 There is ongoing debate whether electronic communication is replacing face-to-face 

communication, or whether both are increasing, at the expense of other activities. See Wellman and 

Haythornthwaite (2002)for the most recent debates on this issue. 
88

 Most of the statistical information about the Ennis Information Age Town comes from reports 

commissioned by the project group and are available at http://www.ennis.ie (e.g., McQuillan 2000). 
89

 The drop in Internet usage has also been documented by UK studies (Wyatt, Thomas et al. 

2002). 
90

 According to a spokesperson for Irish Internet shopping company Buy4Now, in the run up to 

Christmas online shopping in 2003, 52 percent of Irish registered Buy4Now users weree women 

(interview on Morning Ireland, Radio Telefis Eireann, 22 December 2003). 
91

 As already noted, there has been a long discussion within the context of ‘social studies of 

science and technology’ about causal relations between technology,  society, and individuals. In the 

context of the Information Society debate, it is worth focusing particularly on Castells (2000; 1996), 

Kling (1994; 1980), and Webster (2002; 1999; 1994), as well as Duff (2000). 
92

 This “international breakfast” is usually a buffet, from which guests can choose fruit, orange 

juice, yogurts, boiled eggs, cold meat and cheese, pickled fish, croissant, bread or dry cereal. There is 

something for virtually every culinary tradition, but little sense of an integrated aesthetic experience! 
93

 For instance, the lights on houses that were previously associated with Christmas in the 

United States are becoming a more common feature of Christmas in Ireland. 


