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Abstract: First, we briefly explore issues of infrastructures of
information  polity, informatisstion of public adminigtration, civic
networking, regulation, information inequalities and ‘digitd divide’
Next, we sketch the perspectives of a socialy accountable policy for the
new ICTs and we conclude with the value of ‘democratic
rationalisation.’

It is generdly accepted (Dutton, 1996) that the development of infrastructures of
information and communication technologies (ICTs) is linked to natiiond and regiond
economic  devdopment. Therefore, policies for infrastructure  provison and
management might enable the best policy actions to contribute to urban/regiona and
civic/naiond deveopments. An important role is played by an increesng number of
intermediaries as, for instance, public services brokers, who act as gateways to public
sarvice and provide citizen identity validation, resources authentication, etc., together
with gtoring and sharing of datain a secure environment for eGovernance services.

According to Paul Frissen (1997), examples of politica-adminidrative developments
enacted by uses of new ICTs can be seen in transformations of internal organisation,
opedions, transactions, policiess, monitoring,  survelllance, regulation  and
deregulation, provison of information to politicians, citizens and societd groups and
organisations and creation of independent intermediary agencies for development and
implementation of public policies.

Concerning the spectrum of public processes that can be mediated by the new ICTs,
Bdlamy and Taylor (1997) didinguish in gened the following five sts of
rlaionships lying & the heat of the information polity: (i) internd reaionships in
the machinery of government; (ii) the rdationships of government organizaions to
the consumers of ther services, (iii) the rdationship of government to citizens of a
date; (iv) the reationships between governments and the provides of ICT
infradructure, equipment and sarvices (v) the redionship between exiding
information systems, paterns of communication and technica infragtructures to the



polity's ‘apprecictive sysem.” All the d&bove rdationships pose quesions
corresponding to legd presumptions and conditutional and officid datus of online
deliberations.

As modern cities are transformed into hubs (Bryan et d., 1998) for ICTs networks,
the number of civic networking projects increases. However, beyond the common
hype @bout virtud/tee/digita/cyber/dectronic/etc. democracy, empiricdly based
investigations are needed for a critical assessment of public debates in cyberspace.
The work of Nicholas Jankowski and Martine van Seim (2000) can provide an
exanple of empiricad criticd scruting of condderations of public debaes in
cyberspace as basdines for palitica engagement.

According to William Dutton (1999), the areas of application of eectronic citizen
access in public adminidration ae the following: voting and palling, digita
government, political didogue among the public, public service ddivery and decison
support in the public arena However, online surveys, voting and polling have met
with mixed success as the findings of a recent Pew Research Center andlysis suggest.t

The quegtion of whether and how new media is transforming politics is explored in
the volume edited by Barie Axford and Richard Huggins (2001). In particular, it is
important to undersand how citizenship and politicd participation change qudlities
under the impact of new media and to assess the democratic or undemocratic import
of such changes. As a matter of fact, uses of new ICTs in public adminigration raise
serious questions about possible transgressons of privacy (Raab, 1997 — cf., the
question of the old ‘big brothe” — Lyon, 1994) and the risk of establishing
undemocratic modes of socia control (van de Donk & Tops, 1992). Furthermore, here
we should mention that one has to be cautious not to minimize the influence of
posshle condrants by the exiding organisationd forces (Taylor et al., 1996).
However, understanding the relationship between ICTs and democracy implies that
the “protection of privacy is the price necessary to secure the individud’s ability to
communicate and participate’ (Simitis, 1987, p. 746). Moreover, Smilar thorny issues
are connected to copyright and intellectua property laws, as Puay Tang has examined
in astudy of multimedia products and services (1997).

Thus, one of the hottest issues in debates on the information society is the digitd
divide between the ‘information haves and ‘have-nots (the so-cdled ‘information
underclass). According to Jan van Dijk (2000), there are four main hurdles of access
to the information society producing these inequdities (i) lack of basc skills and
‘computer fear’; (i) no access to computers and networks, (iii) insufficient user-
friendliness  (iv) insufficient and unevenly didtributed usage opportunities. However,
for policy makers in the Information Society, the important issue is how to mitigate
information inequdities and possbly to prevent them. This becomes a very crucid
task when there is some evidence tha the prevailing tendency in the European
Information Society is (‘pleonadticaly’) exclusve (Sarikakis & Terzis, 2000).
Therefore, it is very important to understand the role of ICTs in relation to peopl€'s
ability to participate in society (Haddon, 1998 & 2000; Haddon & Silverstone, 1996).
The observed phenomena of socid excluson in the Information Society are pretty

! The Pew Research Center, For the People & the Press (January 27, 1999). A survey methods
comparison: Online polling offers mixed results. <http://www.people-press.org/onlinerpt.htne.




close to the conjecture that richer media might imply poorer democracy made by the
media critic Robert McChesney (1999) in the sense that the corporate media
exploson could result in a corresponding imploson of public life. Furthermore,
socio-political  differentiation might be generated by either intended or non-intended
processes of integration. The latter (unintended consequence) is known as
‘informational  Bakanisation' (van Aldyne & Brynjolfsson, 1996). The former is
related to the two contradictory trends of globdisation smultaneoudy producing both
fragmentation and integration.

Therefore, the impact of new ICTs on civil society, participatory democracy and
citizenship is of immense contemporary concern. This impact is usudly associated
with the demand of universd access (Kennard, 2000). But universal access/service
done does not suffice The way Stephen Coleman puts it, “if ditizenship requires
universd  access, democracy needs trustworthy channeds of information and
ddiberation if it is to prosper” (2001, p. 124). In other words, modern European
citizenship needs the demand for and provison of information (Stede, 1998) in order
to develop the proper rights and responghilities in the conditions and complexities of
the Information Society of eEurope.

From dl the above, it is seen tha a meaningful discusson on the politics of the new
|CTs should be framed by the following three axes:

1. Distinction between eGovernance and Digital Democracy: It is important to
understand differences/rdations between eGovernance and digitad democracy in
teems of whether they are ‘top-down’ (eg., service provison) or ‘bottom-up’
(e.g., socio-political interaction) initiatives. Furthermore, one has to examine the
inditutiona adminidrative dructures under which initiatives of eGovernance may
flourish and the conditutiond, inditutiond and technological bariers to the
vighility of digital democracy projects.

2. Empirical Grounding of Public Policies: Public policies on ICTs should be based
on a mapping, comparison and evauaion of uses in policy consultation and
public involvement a locd, nationd, transnationd and globa leves and an
assessment of developments and risks in political and public technology-mediated
goplications. Apparently, this depends on developing indicators in order to
measure and benchmark politicd and public e-processes, through an audit of
dtizen use and take-up of ICTs. These indicators would facilitate a quditative
assessment that will help reved the quality of the political e-processes.

3 Best Practices of Information Polity: Exploring best practices of eGovernance and
digitad democracy could improve the processes for informing citizens about their
rights and responshilities. In addition, these best practices are expected to assst
public adminigration bodies in promoting socid incduson and preventing the
development of a ‘digitd divide for the protection of traditiondly excluded Strata
(such as remote regions, dissbled people, women, ‘migrant and other ethnic
groups etc.). In fact, what is needed is a ‘gap andyss of the measures to regulate
cyberspace effectively and to highlignt whether current e-regulaion is indeed
responding to Commissoner Erkki Liikanen's cdl for “respongvity, sengtivity
and accountability of far regulation” (Liikanen, 2000). In this way, socidly
accountable best practices of information polity may be demondrated in order to
increese the dability and sudtainability of the European Information Society and
the New Economy.



It is important to understand tha in a sudanable development of the Information
Society, the adoption and diffuson of new media should not accentuate existing
inequalities nor should it further ‘bakanise the globd socid fidd with respect to the
possession and access of informationa or other resources. People should preserve the
socid conquests and ‘established rights (what the French call 1es acquis sociaux’) in
communication processes corresponding to the use of older media New and older
media should not force the ‘not-haves to be further digpossessed from ther
fundamentd  rights, deprived  from  ther communicaive and  informetive
socid/politicd needs and increasingly pushed to socid excluson. Policies of socid
coheson and incluson built around uses of new media can not be effective unless
they support the interests of the week, the deprived and the disabled, that is unless
they sugtain the fundamenta principles of socid justice.

Furthermore, a crucid question is whether and under what conditions eectronic
participation or even activism ‘a a disance can be effective? The experience of
networked activism shows that online networked participation cannot be sustained or
flourish without face-to-face agency in physcd space i.e, an involvement in what
Arturo Escobar calls ‘place-based’ political practice (Escobar, 1999). In the words of
Escobar, “we might give each woman of the world or each ecology group a computer
and an Internet account, and the world might remain the same. This means that the
relaionship between cyberculture and politicd change - and between cyberactiviam
and place-based practice - is to be politicaly condructed” (ibid., pp. 46-7). So,
electronic participation a a distance has to baance the two contradictory trends of
globdisation smultaneoudy producing fragmentation and integration. As Ribiero
puts it: “in another paradoxica operation of cyberspace, it enlarges the public sphere
and political action through the virtud world and reduces them in the red on€’
Ribiero, 1998, p. 345).

Therefore, ICTs policies may become more effective only if next to the “consumption
modd” there is a “community mode” (Feenberg & Bakardjieva, 2001), i.e, a
regulatory frame based on the ‘community principle’ This shift in the ICTs policies is
what Andrew Feenberg cdls “democratic rationdization” (1999) echoing Max
Weber's (1958) reflection on the future of modernity. Thus, it gppears that, while
modern societies ae entering into the “iron cave’ of technologicd rationdity by
following the policies of the older or new individudigic liberdism, the only way to
exape from such a confinement is by collective and democratic actions. In other
words, as Martin Heidegger (1977) has pointed out, while technology is “framing’
(Gestdl) humanity by isolating individuds, if there is a hope to reverse this gloomy
persoective is only as long a humanity manages to act collectivdy and
democraticaly.
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