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	Nancy Baym and Jeremy Hunsinger Section Two


	Places, Politics, and Policies of the Internet
􏰆The Association of Internet Researchers has always aimed to be interna- tional and interdisciplinary, and has always had an eye toward stimulating Internet research from a variety of perspectives that promotes the com- mon good. The papers in this section speak directly to both of these goals by repre- senting a range of national and local perspectives on the Internet and by providing localized critiques of the Internet in terms of practices, places, politics, and policy. We hoped that by bringing together people from different disciplines and method- ological orientations who were looking at similar issues, common threads might emerge. These chapters, written by authors from a wide array of scholarly tradi- tions, and using methods ranging from ethnography, survey methodology, inter- viewing, and rhetorical analysis, demonstrate the insight that can be found when the Internet is acknowledged as the interdisciplinary domain that it is. Among the countries represented in these selections are Canada, Germany, France, the United Kingdom, South Korea, Singapore, Denmark, the United Arab Emirates, and the United States. Taken together, their breadth demonstrates the importance of con- sidering place in analyses of how the Internet is accessed, used, and understood as well as illuminating critical concerns that transcend place and time.
While there may not be a single thread that links the papers in this section to- gether, there are multiple threads that cross through each other weaving a loosely knit fabric of issues. The resulting whole is perhaps greater than the sum of its parts. These threads connect the ways people use the Internet, the ways people learn on the Internet, and the politics and policies that shape and govern those situations.
The first lesson these chapters offer is that the Internet may be global, but an individual’s place is central to how he or she experiences the Internet. National nar- ratives (Starke-Meyerring), municipal goals (d’Iribarne), sociability (Witte and Ryan), and interpersonal social networks (Palfreyman), are among the culture- specific forces that influence the learning of technological skills, the people with whom one communicates online, and issues such as whether the Internet is more likely to be used for economic, educational, or entertainment purposes.
A second issue taken up in these chapters has often been termed “the digital di- vide.” As soon as it became clear that the Internet would extend out of the world of computer scientists and scholars and into the everyday lives of much broader
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populations, concerns arose regarding the equality of access to the Internet and the ways in which policy might be designed to attend to these concerns. Several of the chapters in this section demonstrate the complexity of thinking about access and the problematic oversimplicity of the concept of “digital divide.” Not only is access shaped by sex, education, and income, it is also shaped by a host of other factors including access to other technologies in the home (d’Iribarne) and regula- tory structures (Bodnar). Regulatory structures, or policies, in turn are shaped, as Gustafson, Bodnar, and Starke-Meyerring argue, by the discourses surrounding the Internet in policy documents and the press. These authors suggest definitions of access and policy taken to address access are grounded in political gain and com- mercial profit. “Access” is defined in ways that depend on the ends those proffering definitions pursue. The chapters in this section also provide a welcome break from the notion that simply having an Internet connection will result in any kind of real social change. As Howard and Milstein point out, there are existing knowledge gaps that prevent lower-educated and information-poor groups from engaging the political process in ways that logging on will not fix. Indeed, Howard and Milstein suggest that having access can itself become a threat to a politics of the people in- asmuch as those with access are subject to data mining that undermines their pri- vacy, right to informed consent, and ultimately the political process itself.
Several of the authors in this section express particular concern about the dis- cursive construction not just of access, but of the Internet user, in particular whether those who use the Net are viewed as citizens or consumers. The early days of the Internet, with its often utopian discourse and emphasis on community net- works, raised hopes that the Internet would prove a democracy-enhancing tool. Empowered by information and nonhierarchical structures, online citizens would be able to find new voices and create meaningful social change. As Starke- Meyerring argues, in the late 1990s, the focus shifted to economic profit and e- commerce, so that Internet users became markets rather than citizens, a perception that affects providers’ willingness to invest in economically disadvantaged loca- tions (Bodnar), as well as investors’ willingness to provide capital to Internet pro- viders that do not show clear market-growth potential (Mansell). These models of Internet users serve the corporations that provide the technology, rather than those citizens the corporations might serve. Gustafson also identifies user-as-consumer as a significant rhetorical barrier toward democratic action, thereby raising signifi- cant questions about the relationship between the ways people think and talk about the Internet, and the possibilities of future directions for the Internet. In contrast to these chapters, d’Iribarne poses a model of Internet-user-as-consumer, which starts with the point of view of the locally situated users and asks what ser- vices are used and how the technology fits into their broader technological and re- gional situations. This reversal of the consumer orientation turns the question back to how policy can best serve those who use the Internet rather than those who profit from it.
These authors warn that the conflation of “consumer” with that of “citizen” not only lessens the potential of the Internet to serve the public good, but may in
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fact undermine the needs of the community in favor of corporate profit. However, they offer alternative suggestions. Bodnar argues the need for citizens to build “cultures of digital resistance.” Mansell argues the need to create a “network com- mons” and also the need to foster “new media literacies.” A strong critical literacy of new media would allow for new cultures, and subcultures to form. We can see an example of this described in Witte and Ryan, who explore how a particular form of media literacy in music forms new possibilities for social networks. To- gether these chapters are an important step in creating the basics of a new media literacy and understanding the effects of that literacy on a broader set of issues.
These authors conceive of the political and social possibilities of Internet tech- nologies in different ways. Rather than speaking to the same issues in the same ways, these papers represent combinations of possibilities that at times agree, at other times resonate in unexpected ways, and in places may disagree. They differ also in their methodological orientations. While some take critical theoretical and qualitative approaches, other papers such as Witte and Ryan’s, Palfreyman’s, or Bodnar’s offer quantitative analyses of social and political situations. These papers capture enough information about their particular topics to provide strong plat- forms for future comparative research. Indeed, some of the data sets that these re- searchers used are freely available (as are several others).
Each of the articles in this section has its own merits, but as a whole, their strength is in their comparative insights, approaches, and juxtapositions. The com- bination of perspectives and methodologies should stimulate further scholarly conversation and open up new possibilities for Internet research. In short, this sec- tion exemplifies the leaps in Internet research we can expect given the breadth of interdisciplinary and international work being done by the Association of Internet Researchers.
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	“IMAGINE”: A STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE USE OF THE INTERNET BY HOUSEHOLDS IN FOUR EUROPEAN TOWNS1
􏰆The problem today is no longer whether or not our societies will be changed by the diffusion of Internet connections but rather how they will be reshaped. To what extent, how, and to whose benefit will this re- shaping take place? What economic and social models will be used and what forms of regulation will be put in place? Attempts to answer such questions have drawn on investigations of Internet use in whatever place and for whatever purposes in order to apprehend the nature of the changes taking place and to interpret their significance.
The results that will be presented here are derived from the initial analyses of a survey carried out as part of the European IMAGINE project among a sample of households in four small European towns.2 These results show that there are cer- tain similarities in the way that the populations of the four towns have appropri- ated the Internet, as apprehended through the uses to which the technology is put. At the same time, however, they reveal significant local specificities in the modes of domestic use of PCs and the Internet. These specificities may be associated with many aspects of both the technology and of economic and social life: with differ- ent modes of household equipment (level and type of equipment) and with differ- ent forms of integration and use of ICTs within social networks and local soci- eties: each town emerges with its own specificity, reflecting an identity that is socially constructed around a local system of actors who are themselves located within societal trajectories that seem to be specific.
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110 places, politics, and policies of the internet
The Foundations of the IMAGINE Project: Observing and Experimenting
The “Digital Towns” project focused on the uses of the Internet by populations belonging to households in towns that were the object of public policy or, to put it another way, on observations of the relationships that can develop between the supply of services provided through networked electronic media and the social uses to which they might be put in the course of local experiments.
The project was located at the crossroads of several different problematics that, falling as they did within the scope of several different disciplines (economics, so- ciology, political science, and geography), complemented and intertwined with each other (Iribarne, 1996).
The Problematic of Technology Use and Users
The basic problematic of the “Digital Towns” research project falls within the scope of the sociology of the uses of technology and of communications (Boul- lier, 2002). The issues relating to uses and users as actors in the process of innova- tion diffusion enable us to go beyond the diffusion problematic in order to engage with issues around appropriation (Rogers, 1953).
In this research, uses are approached from the point of view of those to which the “citizen consumer” puts the technology as part of his or her lifestyle. The ap- proach adopted to the “citizen consumer” as an Internet user may be more or less broad, depending on the places of use, of which there may be several. In this re- search, the approach taken was a relatively narrow one; with the focus of attention primarily on home uses. This problematic of uses and users is particularly difficult to construct, as it is located at the intersection of a great variety of dimensions, making it necessary in all cases to link individual aspects with more collective as- pects relating to membership groups.
The Social Networks Problematic
In the light of everything that has gone before, it would be tempting to say that the familiar problematic of social networks necessarily comes into play in this type of re- search as soon as the technologies in question involve networks and communication. However, this problematic has been drawn on according to complementary logics that considerably extend the scope of the notion of technological innovation alluded to above by combining it with the problematic of technico-economic networks pre- viously used to approach technology (Offner, 1999). In fact, it is used in order to take into account the ways in which the municipal actors engaged in making public policy on the creation of an NICT infrastructure, on the design and production of “sup- port tools” and on the organization of the associated services are mobilized, the ways in which “support tools” are designed and produced; the very design of the project means that these actors must necessarily include “citizen users.”3
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The Problematic of Public Policies as Refracted through Municipal Policies
This last problematic brings into play public policies, and particularly municipal policies, from a dual perspective: the economic one of “sustainable” development and the political one of being an actor in the future of society (ven den Berg & ven Winden, 2000). By introducing municipal policies into the equation, this ap- proach gives towns the status of an actor in the economic and social dynamic, playing a part by virtue of the vigor of local democracy rather than through the public action of “regulation” (Carlo, 1996). Thus, it is not a question here of re- discovering the local as a locus of political regulation by locating ourselves at a ter- ritorial level of action but, rather, of introducing municipal actors as delegates of their towns’ populations, mandated by election to take part in the entire process of technological innovation.
From this point of view, municipalities intervene, first, by extending their tradi- tional role as a provider of infrastructure not only by encouraging access to the Internet through the development of local networks and connection points but also by developing Net-based municipal services in such a way as to reduce access costs or what economists would call “the barriers to entry” to Internet use.4 Thus, one of the project’s objectives was to ensure, by engaging municipalities in the de- sign and implementation of industrial projects, that the combinations of net- worked technologies and services were as well adapted as possible to users’ needs as revealed through experiments in the “social construction of technology” (Cron- berg & al., 1991; Lefebvre & Tremblay, 1998; ven den Berg & al., 2000;).
The Place of PCs among the Household Equipment and Home Internet Connections
In accordance with the “domestic technical system” principle (by analogy with firms’ industrial technical systems), the view was taken that PCs were only one ele- ment among others in total household equipment, particularly communications equipment such as telephones, fax machines, and, in France, the Minitel. At house- hold level, the various combinations of items of equipment can be interpreted as the result of relationships between the supply of services and diversified prefer- ences for the technology, as determined by budgetary constraints and choice of lifestyle. Overall, at town or country level, they can be regarded as structural indi- cators characterizing reference socioeconomic worlds (Woolgar, 2002).
The Place of PCs and Communications Equipment
PCs occupy middling positions in the household equipment rankings in the four towns, which means that they have become standard items of equipment and are approaching maturity. Nevertheless, there are significant differences in ownership rates. Thus, the two German towns—Torgau and, particularly, Weinstadt—have particularly high levels of ownership (77.2 and 63.5%, respectively) associated with
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better rankings, while Casale and, particularly, Parthenay have lower ownership rates, at 54.3 and 33%, respectively.
The Relationships between PC ownership and Household Equipment
It is interesting to examine whether, in the particular case of the towns investi- gated, the same complementarity exists in respect of household equipment as that usually found at national level. To this end, we compared the equipment of house- holds that do not have PCs with those that do have a PC connected to the Internet. The comparison reveals that in all four towns those households connected to the Internet are systematically better equipped than those that do not have computers. This applies to virtually all the items of equipment in our list, which confirms a massive general trend toward accumulation: it is the best-equipped households that tend to be “early adopters” when new equipment arrives on the market.
Home Internet Connections
It would be tempting to say that Internet connections fit easily into this landscape, in the sense that they do not disturb the established order. In all four towns, the rate for household Internet connections is higher than that for fax machines. Thus, it is clear that households in the four towns do not hierarchize these modern com- munications tools in the same way. In particular, households in Casale might be considered to have a greater tendency than those in the other towns to favor “com- munications tools,” with those in Parthenay giving them lower priority.
Gathering data not only on PC ownership but also on the rate of connection to the Internet—what is generally known as “home Internet connections”—reveals pretty much the same differences as those observed previously in the case of com- puter ownership alone. Thus, Parthenay is lagging behind in two respects, and even the best efforts of the mayor and the municipal authorities have not suc- ceeded in making up for the town’s initial delay in computer ownership, even though the gap here is somewhat narrower.
It is as if these initial gaps tend to accumulate over the various phases of the dif- fusion process, making the phenomena associated with it difficult to reverse. However, such a conclusion must be treated with caution, because the rate of Internet connection among households in Torgau with PCs is considerably lower than in the other towns, which shows that the fateful coincidences are not neces- sarily cumulative.
Use of the Internet at Home and Elsewhere
Internet use lies at the heart of the issues with which the IMAGINE project is concerned. It is around these uses that the towns’ public policies have been con-
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structed. These policies have two main thrusts: to encourage those applications that best match people’s expectations and to promote Internet access for all. It is this twofold objective that explains why we have attempted to separate more clearly home use of the Internet from Internet use outside the home.
The Reasons for Home Internet Use
In general terms, leisure activities tend to dominate in all four towns, except in Weinstadt. In comparison with the uses to which computers are put, this consti- tutes a shift away from work-related activities. The same differences between the towns—albeit somewhat displaced—are observed with Internet use as were ob- served with PCs, which probably reflects a structural characteristic.
Thus, it may be concluded that Internet connection tends to encourage leisure activities to the detriment of work-related uses, whereas uses related to training and participation in community life would appear to depend more on the impor- tance the various town projects give to these aspects.
Differences in the Reasons for Home Internet Use by Users’ Sociodemographic Characteristics
In general terms, the same differences by sex are found as those observed previ- ously for PC use, which tends to confirm the importance of local structures in de- termining the uses of technologies or tools. In all cases, men tend to be more fre- quent users than women, except for community activities in Casale and work-related activities in Torgau. With the exception of Parthenay, where Internet uses help to increase participation in the older age groups to the detriment of full- time workers, there is a shift in the opposite direction.
Differences in Ways of Using the Internet When Connected at Home
The resources of the World Wide Web available through the Internet can be used in two ways: either by “surfing” the Web in a more or less random search for enter- tainment or information or by looking for precise information. Over and above these different objectives, not everyone uses the Internet in the same way. As we did when looking at the purposes of Internet use, we will examine the differences in practices by sex and by age.
In all the towns, searching for precise information tends to predominate over surfing. Whereas women’s practices are generally very close to those of men, the latter tend to surf more in Parthenay and, in particular, in Torgau, and to carry out precise searches at Casale and, particularly, Weinstadt. Thus it is between the two German towns that the gender differences are most marked. Practices differ a little more by age.
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
one line short


[image: ]
[image: ]

[image: ]
[image: ]
Consalvo 065-140 2/26/04 10:19 AM Page 114
[image: ]
[image: ]


[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
114 places, politics, and policies of the internet

The Nature of Activities on the Internet Irrespective of the Place of Connection
Starting with a common list of activities in order to ascertain the extent to which they are practiced in each town, we sought to identify the places in which these activities are carried out in order better to distinguish home uses from uses in other locations.
An investigation of this kind seemed to be all the more necessary as, as we have seen, a town such as Parthenay has adopted a strategy that attaches great impor- tance to locations other than the home. As far as activities on the Internet are con- cerned, the situations differ much more from one town to another than household equipment levels, in terms of both the frequency of Internet use for the various ac- tivities and the ranking of the various uses.
Indeed, apart from “e-mail,” “searching for general information,” and “down- loading of text and data,” which regularly head the rankings in all four towns, and two activities such as “sending mailing lists” and “playing games online,” which are regularly placed low in the rankings, some activities that are ranked in the leading group in one town bring up the rear in others, and vice versa.
This comparison between the two towns Parthenay and Weintadt tends to confirm the notion that there are certain “animating principles” underpinning the municipal projects and Internet use in the towns, with Parthenay focusing more on communica- tion and entertainment and Weinstadt being oriented more toward economic activity.
Light on the Current Debates on the Routes toward the “Information and Communication Society”
Against the background of the current debates, this research has sought to provide information in five areas, all of which shed a considerable amount of light on the current debates on the routes that might be taken toward the “information and communication society” and the lifestyles that might be associated with it.
Internet Connections and Their Diffusion
In the households investigated, PCs are already a “standard” item of equipment and are beginning to enter the “mature” stage of development, with many house- holds having more than one computer and a process of equipment renewal already under way. Internet connections are following in their wake with some degree of lag but are already part of the set of new household equipment. Thus, “Internet in the home” is already a reality in Europe.
This is true to varying degrees of the four towns. However, it is clear that households in the French town are less well equipped with PCs and less likely to be connected to the Internet; in the other towns, the equipment is older and occupies a less lowly rank. Thus, it would seem that we should talk less of delay or lag than of differences in the choices made by French households, given the current situa- tion with regard to costs and the services on offer. Comparison with the national statistics at our disposal further strengthens the hypothesis that we are dealing with
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a national structural situation than with particular characteristics of the towns themselves, as the situation among the four populations investigated is more fa- vorable than in the country as a whole.
Uses and Appropriation
The observations confirm the empirical difficulty of effecting a smooth transition from diffusion to appropriation and cast doubt on attempts to address issues around uses. To be absolutely rigorous, any such attempt should adopt a three- pronged approach in which types of individuals and households are matched to equipment and applications and to purposes, modes, practices, and places of use. Clearly, such an approach would produce combinations leading rapidly to complex typologies, the creation of which would require samples of sufficient size.
In all four towns, domestic uses are very varied; they differ by sociodemo- graphic characteristics and have their own specific features, while at the same time having certain elements in common with uses in other places. These uses, which in general terms reflect genuine appropriation of the Internet, have led to a signifi- cant blurring of the boundaries between work, education/training, leisure activi- ties, and participation in civic life. They also reveal relationships to social temporal- ities (the times of the day or week at which particular activities take place) that are becoming increasingly diversified, foreshadowing profound changes in lifestyles. One would be more tempted to advance the hypothesis that the “domestic Inter- net” will be part of the major shift that can be observed toward the destructuring of current social temporalities.
Social Democracy
The research provides extremely qualified answers to these interesting questions, which equate to the “social fracture” problematic, particularly in terms of the soci- odemographic criteria of age and sex that are frequently highlighted. Neither women nor the “elderly” are the object of systematic differentials, particularly rel- ative to “young people.” The criteria of occupation and income are poorly under- stood at this stage of our analyses. By contrast, level of education seems to stand out as a decisive criterion, with the relatively high level of the upper secondary leaving certificate (baccalauréat, A-levels, Abitur, etc.) being crucial. If these ob- servations were to be verified, then everything that is said intuitively about the cru- cial nature of education/training would be confirmed, but much more in terms of level of education than of content.
Public Policies
To what extent do these policies succeed in making significant and rapid changes to pre-existing structural situations, or do underlying trends tend to prevail, requiring both stubbornness and patience on the part of local politicians?
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]


[image: ]
[image: ]

[image: ]
[image: ]
Consalvo 065-140 2/26/04 10:19 AM Page 116
[image: ]
[image: ]


[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
116 places, politics, and policies of the internet

The answers to this question are open to debate, first because sufficient structu- ral data on each of the countries have not yet been collected and, second, because the longitudinal data have not yet been analyzed in the light of the policies pur- sued by the various municipalities. The liveliest debate concerns Parthenay, where the view is that the arrangements for comparison put in place are irrelevant to its situation, in view of the fact that the town has opted to encourage the develop- ment of Internet access through its so-called digital access points.
Over and above the polemic, comparative analyses show that there really are structural differences between the towns and that, in accordance with the “path de- pendency” principle, the most pronounced differences between Internet uses and structural situations are to be found in Parthenay, which is the town where public policy has been most active. It is tempting to say, therefore, that public policies in- tended to bring about structural corrections are unlikely to have any effect unless they are implemented on a sufficiently large scale and can be sustained over time.
The Very Idea of a “European Model of a Digital Town” or of a European Model of “Municipal Digitization”
In contrast to the previous point, there seem to be no ambiguities in this respect: within an overall pattern of development that is encountered in all four towns, there are substantial differences that undoubtedly reflect permanent structural differences.
Notes
1. IMAGINE (Integrated Multimedia Application Generating Innovative Networks in European Digital Towns). The IMAGINE research project was carried out as part of the European Commission’s 4th Framework DG XIII Integrated Applications for Dig- ital Sites.(Project reference number: IA 1006 UR.)  This three-year project (beginning of 1998 to the end of 2000) was the final phase of a larger project entitled “Digital Towns,” which was launched at the beginning of 1994 with the “METASA” (Multimedia European Experimental Towns with a Social- Pull Approach) project, which was completed in 1996. (Iribarne, A. d’, & al., 1996).  This paper is based on part of the results presented in Iribarne, A. d’ & al., 2000). 
2. Casale in Italy, Parthenay in France, Torgau and Weinstadt in Germany. 
3. This is clearly a normative assertion linked to the design of the “Digital Towns” pro-  ject, one of the roles of the social science researchers having been to examine the real-  ity of this mobilization in the light of the stated intentions. 
4. To reduce this “barrier” in the French town, the municipality not only provided infra-  structure and access points—“in-town net and URL”—but also offered opportunities to lease PCs with online time charged at reduced rates and maintenance services pro- vided by the town’s technical services department. 
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