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Oxford Internet Institute

“The Copper Wire and the Electricity”

Summary of presentation by Stephen Coleman (Cisco Visiting Professor of e-Democracy, Oxford Internet Institute):

Background:

There has been a shift in governmental attitudes towards democracy from the social contract model of popular sovereignty. The population is now seen as as exerting more of an external influence on government and the issue has become one of visibility – the power to be seen and heard. 

A fragmented and globalised media industry can no longer effectively deliver its classical liberal role of mediating between government and population. Media institutions have shown themselves rather better at representing politicians to the people than the other way around. 

Government bodies are increasingly perceived by the public as impenetrable "silos" of power in our "post deferential" political culture. However, governments are facing unprecendented and poorly understood new situations in a highly unstable global environment and need to be more open to information on how to proceed. 

The freedom to speak is politically irrelevant if not heard. We need to work out how to develop listening as part of governmental process.

Role Of E-communities:

The interactive characteristics of the internet open out new discursive spaces but these need to be appropriately used: 

· Efforts to use the internet as distribution medium for existing modes of representative democracy (as flat, top-down communication) fail. At the other extreme, it's important to avoid "techno-populism" where the internet is seen as automatic panacea for all political ills without reference to other areas of socio-political life. 

· The "network of networks" can dissolve centres of power formed by traditional political infrastructures forming effective decentred and cellular exchanges. However, these can be ineffective if having no route to power. 

Potential Negative Outcomes: 

· Top-down: appropriation of e-democracy by governments, allowing minimal public participation whilst sappping capacity for autonomous organisation

· Grass-Roots: the creation of marginalised networks of the disaffected which amount to disconnected "talking shops" unable to achieve "the power of visibility"

Policy Proposal: 

The setting up of a publically-funded "Civic Commons": 

1. Democracy needs trusted public space where dispersed discourses can be concentrated and taken in by government – a discursive space between private and public spheres 

2. This will require an effective coalition between government, media, and civil organisations 

There are three principal areas to which research can most usefully contribute:

· Democratic institutions must be sensitised to popular discourses – research is needed into the modes and potentials of digital storytelling 

· The Civic Commons must empower those who don't currently expect to be listened to as well as those who do – research is needed into how people use the internet to express themselves and how appropriate architecture can diminish social selection in political expression and breach the digital divide

· Participation must be seen to have tangible results or the public will not participate – how to create an authentic relationship between the public and existing infrastructures of power. 

In response, Alex Allan (Permanent Secretary, Department of Constitutional Affairs), endorsed the view that the creation of a Civic Commons would not be the responsibility of the government but of a civic coalition and that it should be part of wider initiatives to address wider issues of democratic participation. 
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