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Internet Studies
A Critical New Field in the Social Sciences
The Internet weaves the fabric of our lives. It is to the information age what the electrical
engine was to the industrial age. We live in, on, and by the Internet, in work, business,
education, health, governance, entertainment, culture, politics, social movements, war
and peace, and friends and family. It is not really a new technology, as it was first
deployed in 1969 as ARPANET, but its widespread diffusion in the planet at large took
place in the 1990s after it was privatized and was made user friendly by the World Wide
Web created by Tim Berners-Lee in 1990. The explosion of wireless platforms in the last
decade has distributed the power of the Internet everywhere. With 2.5 billion Internet
users worldwide (over half a billion of them in China), and over 6 billion subscribers of
wireless devices, humanity is almost fully connected, albeit with uneven levels of
bandwidth, in this network of computer networks that has become the backbone of all
activities in all domains. It has made possible the constitution of a new social structure,
the network society, that has subsumed the industrial society that characterized the
world in the last two centuries. Social networking sites on the Internet, which have
spread at an accelerated pace since 2002, have become the social spaces where people
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meet, socialize, retrieve information, express themselves, work, shop, create, imagine,
participate, fight, and shape their experience.
Yet, while everybody acknowledges the tectonic change the Internet represents in
communication, the essence of human organization and practice, there is little
understanding of the social implications of the Internet in the public mind, and even less
so in the mainstream media that specializes in propagating horror stories about the
effects of Internet use with little relationship to the actual experience of Internet users.
This is a well-known fact in the history of technology: any revolutionary technology is met
with fear by the population at large and with rejection by the holders of power and
wealth, based on a superseded technological paradigm. The elites that are most opposed
to new communication technologies are precisely the intellectuals, the maîtres à penser,
who are disintermediated by the diffusion of information and the enhanced selfcommunication capacities of people. They are joined by the guardians of communication,
that is the traditional mass media, who fear literally to be put out of business by free
communication, and by the governments that have based their power throughout history
on the control of information and (p.vi) communication. Thus, the more the Internet, the
ultimate technology of freedom, referring to the visionary formulation of Ithiel de Sola
Pool, permeates the human experience, the more it is misconstrued in the public
perception. Cybersecurity becomes more important for all the powers that be than the
creative construction of cyberculture, a new frontier of the human mind.
A veil of ignorance and ideology covers the reality of Internet as a social practice. And
yet, social scientists know a great deal about the dynamics, effects, and potential impacts
of Internet use. In the last two decades, there has been an extraordinary, cumulative
harvest of empirical research and grounded theory on the interaction between social
practices and Internet-based communication in every dimension of our experience.
Studies have been conducted in multiple cultural contexts, at different points in time, on a
wide array of topics, and with diverse methodologies, from formal models of network
communication to statistical analysis of surveys on representative samples of the
population of many countries, and fine-grain ethnographic and psychological observation.
I would go as far as to say that we know more about the Internet as a social phenomenon
than about most other communication technologies.
There is a dramatic gap between our scientific knowledge of the Internet and the public’s
perception of the communication technology that is at the root of their everyday life. The
reasons for such a gap are not to be found in the lack of diffusion of the findings of social
science. As I argued above, it is in the interest of the elites and of traditional media
organizations to accuse the Internet of every possible evil, as if technology could be the
cause of our social problems. Because the Internet is embedded in the culture of
autonomy, and social autonomy contradicts the disciplinary powers of established
institutions, there is a determined effort to undermine the credibility and legitimacy of
Internet practices. And so, it is unlikely that producing rigorous knowledge about the
Internet could lift the curtain of obscurantism that characterizes the perception of the
most revolutionary communication technology in history.
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Nonetheless, to conduct research on Internet practices, including the relentless
transformation of the technology and its uses, to systematize it and to diffuse it, is a
necessary step towards allowing humankind to appropriate the power of the Internet for
the projects of individuals and social actors. Thus, the importance of the volume you have
in your hands. It represents a methodologically rigorous and intellectually challenging
effort to explain the interaction between Internet and society, between the technologies
of freedom and the culture of autonomy. The studies contained in this reader, in their
plurality, demonstrate the vitality of social sciences when they use the tools of empirical
research and innovative theorizing to illuminate the current paths of social
transformation.
Manuel Castells
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How is society being shaped by the diffusion and increasing centrality of the Internet in
everyday life? This book addresses this question through a stimulating set of readings
grounded in theoretical perspectives and empirical research. It brings together research
that examines some of the most significant cultural, economic, political, and other social
roles of the Internet in the 21st century.
Together, this research defines some of the basic issues of Internet Studies, a new and
thriving field of multi-disciplinary inquiry, which the Oxford Internet Institute (OII) has
helped develop since its inception as a department of the University of Oxford in 2001.
Society and the Internet draws primarily on the work of OII faculty participating in the
Institute’s evolving series of lectures targeted initially at students of the University of
Oxford. The series was expanded, written, and edited for undergraduate and graduate
courses.
Contributors and topics were selected to introduce students to some of the most
engaging and groundbreaking scholarship in the field. The chapters are rooted in a
variety of disciplines, but all directly tackle the powerful ways in which the Internet is
linked to transformations in contemporary society. This book will be the starting point for
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some students, but valuable to anyone with a serious interest in the economic, social, and
political factors shaping the Internet and its impact on society.
As this book was nearing completion, we learned of the death of Douglas C. Engelbart
(1925–2013), an engineer, and one of the first scholars to envision a future in which
computers and telecommunications would be networked worldwide in ways that could
augment human intelligence. In 1962, over fifty years ago, he started work on the design
of what he called an “oN-Line System” (NLS), which he demonstrated in 1968, one year
after his team invented the “mouse”—a device that has since changed the ways in which
people interact with computers. He was one of many pioneers who helped shape what we
have come to know as the Internet, Web, and related digital technologies, ranging from
telecommunication infrastructures to tablets and smart phones. He was inspired by
earlier pioneers, such as Vannevar Bush and J. C. R. Licklider, who called for a global
system, and in turn inspired others, such as Ted Nelson, who coined the concept of
“hypertext” to describe the non-linear pathways that can link text and images in the online
world, and which move away from the model of a linear book.
Such early visions of what would become the Internet of the 21st century were formed
when nearly all computing was conducted on large mainframe computers so expensive
and complex that only governments and the larger (p.viii) organizations possessed such
a resource. In the sixties, the very idea that households, much less individuals, would
have access to a computer networked with millions of other computers around the world
was viewed as folly—completely unrealistic futurology—or what many called “blue-sky”
forecasts. Today it is taken for granted.
Of course, many pioneers followed in the steps of Engelbart and other early visionaries to
develop the technologies we have access to in the 21st century. They include Vint Cerf
and Robert Kahn, inventors of the protocols that define the Internet, and Tim BernersLee and his team at CERN, who invented the World Wide Web. Of course there are many
more—too many to list, but one of the most unsung pioneers of the Internet is the user—
people like yourself who use, view, mediate, edit, and therefore profoundly change the
ways that much contemporary knowledge is circulated and re-circulated, and
communication is enacted and used. This book provides many examples of how users
have shaped the development of the Internet and its application across nearly every
sector of society, always coming back to the key issue of what difference the Internet
makes to all aspects of our lives.
Pioneers in the design and development of the Internet, such as Doug Engelbart,
understood the importance of users. As computing moved from large mainframes to
personal computers, to the Internet becoming your computer, it became clear that users
were playing a major role in shaping the Internet in ways the designers might not have
imagined. Consider the ways in which crowdsourcing—tapping the wisdom of Internet
users distributed across the globe—has enabled users to play more important roles in
science and society than many anticipated. Wikipedia, for instance, has been so successful
that it has spawned a long-running joke: “The problem with Wikipedia is that it only works
in practice. In theory, it’s a total disaster.” As new uses evolve, there is a need for even
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greater ingenuity and creativity on the part of developers and users alike to address the
problems and risks of the digital age, such as the potential of near-ubiquitous
surveillance, and finding ways to authenticate information being created and distributed
at Internet speeds.
In the half century since Engelbart envisioned an NLS, the promise of the Internet, Web,
and related digital information and communication technologies to truly augment human
intelligence has been realized, but so has the centrality of questions concerning the effect
of a global Internet on such valued outcomes as freedom of expression, privacy, equality,
and democratic accountability. In fact, most debates over such central values as freedom
of expression in the 21st century are about the Internet.
Well before the 21st century, many people considered the potential societal implications
of computing and telecommunications enabled by digital technologies. As early as 1973,
computer scientists such as Kelly Gotlieb began to write about some of the key social
issues of computing, such as the implications for freedom of expression, privacy,
employment, education, and security. (p.ix) Most of these issues remain critical today in
reflecting on the societal role of the Internet. In the early 1970s, Gotlieb and others
discussed the idea of an “information utility” and were well aware of J. C. R. Licklider’s call
for a global network, even though ARPANET—the early incarnation of what would
become the Internet—was only at the demonstration stage at the time they wrote, and
governments were the primary adopters of computing and electronic data-processing
systems. Nevertheless, the issues defined as early as the 1970s remain remarkably key
to discussions of the Internet, big data, social media and mobile Internet debates over
forty years later.
What is different in the second decade of the 21st century is that the Internet has
become an infrastructure of everyday life and work for much of the world. It is no longer
simply a vision, but has become increasingly real. The Internet has become so widely
diffused and pervasive that we can begin to study seriously the actual societal
implications of one of the most significant technologies of our lifetimes.
The central mission of this book is to show you how a multi-disciplinary range of
academics seek to understand, both theoretically and empirically, the social roles of the
Internet. It is in this spirit that this book brings to bear a variety of methodological
approaches to the empirical study of the social shaping of the Internet and its implications
for society.
Are those developing and using the Internet creating a system that augments human
intelligence, as Engelbart had envisioned, or are we using the Internet in ways that
undermine social relationships and the quality and diversity of information resources
required for economic, social, and political development? What difference is the Internet
making to the quality of our lives, and how can it further enhance our lives in the future?
What people, places, groups, and institutions have been able to derive the most benefit
from the Internet, and who has been left out? Who gets to control, create, and challenge
new flows of information in our networked lives? In the years and decades to come, the
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answers to these questions will be driven in part by the quality of research on the social
shaping of the Internet and its implications for society. We hope this book helps engage
you in that enterprise. (p.x)
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