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Summary

Despite their prevalence in all areas of economic and social life, informa-
tion and communication technologies (ICTs), and their implications, continue
to be largely ignored by United Kingdom political science. Yet the potential
of modern ICTs to profoundly alter political, social and economic relations is
extensive. This article is a brief discussion of the main themes and issues that
arise from an exploration of ICTs in relation to democracy: that is, electronic
democracy. It offers an introduction to the subject, and to the two following
articles, each of which details specific examples and issues associated with
the topic.

ICT and Democracy

New ICTs pose both opportunities and threats for democracy. On the one he
ICTs offer the promise of an information rich society: one in which citizens hax
access to a wide range of information from a variety of sources; one in whi
every issue is extensively debated amongst citizens and policy makers througt
teractive media; and one in which participation in the political process is grea
increased. On the other hand, ICTs also threaten to undermine democracy
compounding existing biases in the distribution of knowledge and information, |
fragmenting discourse between increasingly differentiated policy areas, and by
ducing patrticipation to distanced and marginalised votes that occur as knee-
reactions to a limited number of ‘soundbite’ options. New ICTs, therefore, ha
ambiguous but profound consequences for democracy, both now and in the fut
Before analysing their significance for specific models of democracy, however
is necessary to outline the technologies that are of interest, and their general r
tionships to democracy.

One of the most comprehensive attempts to define the technologies that are
portant to democratic politics has been that developed by Abramsoh &Vhilst
their checklist of technologies is interesting, its value here is limited because,
they state themselves (p.4), ‘Given the pace of technological change, any atte
to provide a timely list of the new media [technology] is doomed to a short life
A more valuable product of their work, however, is their identification of six prof
erties which characterise new ICTs, and which make them especially relevan
political activity (ibid pp4-5):

1J.B.Abramson et alThe Electronic Commonwealth: The Impact of New Media Technologies ol
Democratic PoliticsBasic Books Inc, 1988).
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e They explode all previous limits on the volume of information that
can be exchanged.

e They make it possible to exchange information without regard, for
all practical purposes, to real time and space.

¢ They increase the control the consumers have over what messages
are received and when.

e They increase the control senders have over which audiences re-
ceive which messages.

e They decentralise control over mass communication.

e They bring two way or interactive capacities to television.

This identification of characteristics is helpful in that it both defines the broc
range of technologies that can have an impact upon democracies, and indic
the ways in which those technologies may influence politics. In particular, it hig
lights the importance of telematics (that is the integration and synthesis of co
puting with communication technologies) and its ability to transform tradition:
democratic processésThe definition is limited, however, in so far as it is unable
to distinguish between the influences of different technologies.

In an earlier work that focused upon this subject (and which took into accou
the importance of telematics), Laudodlassified ICTs into three families: data
transformation technologies such as the computer which ‘serves as a tool for
collection, storage, manipulation and retrieval of very large sets of informatio
(p.14); mass-participation technologies such as the traditional broadcast me
(radio and television) ‘which function to transmit information from one centre
source to thousands or millions of persons.’ (p.15); and interactive technolog
‘which allow for horizontal communications flows among individuals and orgar
ised groups ... ' (p.16) Examples of the latter include telephones, two way cal
and other interactive forms of television, and interactive computer networks whi
allow computers (and operators) to communicate. (The advent of the Internet
be seen as being one of the most important recent developments in the evolu
of interactive technologies.) Whilst the capacity of different interactive technol
gies to enhance participation varies, what distinguishes them from earlier me
participation technologies is that information recipients are no longer passive,
can actively participate in, and control, the nature and flow of communications.

The most significant feature of Laudon’s work is his attempt to analyse the |
lationship between technology, ‘modes of organisation’ (who has access to the
formation potential and who controls its flow) and the models of democracy ir
plicit within each. He argues that each class of technology is characterised
a particular mode of organisation which, in turn, implicitly leads to a particule
model of democracy. Thus: data transformation technologies are typically org
ised around experts and lead to managerial (or technocratic) models of den
racy; mass participation technologies encourage plebiscitarian modes of orgar
tion and generally lead to political models that concentrate upon populism; int

2Early discussions of technology and democracy tended to treat the technologies and their im
separately. For example C.CherWporld Communication: Threat or Promise? A Socio-technical Ap-
proach Wiley-Interscience, 1971; S.R.Hiltz & M.TuroffThe Network Nation: Human Communica-
tion via ComputerAddison-Wesley Publishing Co, 1978. Such treatment has become progressiv
less useful as telematics have become more significant to concepts of electronic democracy.

3K.Laudon,Communication Technology and Democratic Participativaeger Publishers, 1977.
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active technologies are most appropriate for organised sub-groups and lead to
plicitly pluralist models of democracy. For Laudon, the important feature of th
model is that when examining the political implications of ICT in a democracy
is the differences in access and control which lead to differences in ‘who bene
and who loses influence, who decides to participate in what decision, when :
how’ (p.19). Given that all three types of technology are present in most (We:
ern) democracies, itis not only the existence of such technologies but their rela
influence in the policy process that is significant. Furthermore, different politic
cultures will develop distinctive balances between the three types of technolo
and will exploit their democratic potential in very differing ways. Thus, implic-
itly pluralist political cultures are more likely to welcome interactive technologie
into the policy process, whilst implicitly technocratic polities are more likely tc
concentrate policy processes around the technologies of data transformation.

The relationship between ICTs and democracy, therefore, is more complex
ambiguous than is at first apparent. Laudon’s work identifies the overarching |
ture of this subject: the link between discussion and study of technology (whi
tends to be the focus of much of the material on ICT and democracy) and dem
racy — a synthesis we believe to be fundamental to a comprehensive study of
subject. In the remainder of this article we seek to explore some of the assur
tions which are central to a broader based discussion of the subject, but which
seldom examined or explained.

ICTs and Contemporary Models of Democracy

Interest in using ICTs to develop an electronic democracy first emerged in |
USA in the early 1970s. The impetus for the development of ideas and expe
mental projects was the increasing synthesis of communication and informat
technologies noted above, and increasing concern with the ‘health’ of the Ame
can political system: declining rates of political participation (principally voting
and high levels of cynicism and civic distrust. Consequently, most experimel
with electronic democracy and much of the subsequent analysis of its potent
are heavily dependent upon features of American political culture, and do not n
essarily translate into other democracies. Nevertheless, more recent Europea
terest in the subjetis beginning to redress this imbalance.

Discussions of electronic democracy generally concentrate upon three br
conceptions of democracy: direct or plebiscitary, representative and communite
Each understanding of democracy argues for a different design, use and reg
tion of new technology. Appreciation of this fact is fundamental when studyir
the work of many authors, because, as Arterton discovered, electronic democi
projects have to a large degree been shaped by these concéptions.

4See, for example: W.van de Donk et &pncurring Revolutions: ICT and Democrat@S Press,
forthcoming.

5J.B.Abramson et aljbid;, W.van de Donk & P.Tops ‘Information and Democracy: Orwell or
Athens’, Informatization and the Public Sec2pr1992.

8F.C.Arterton, Teledemocracy: can technology protect democra8g@e, 1987.
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Plebiscitary Democracy

Traditionally the size of modern states was seen to make direct democracy img
sible. Nevertheless public opinion expressed through the plebiscite continue
stand as a symbol of true democracy and a practical way to empower indivi
als to do more in government. Consequently, advocates of plebiscitary democt
were in the forefront of much of the early writing and development of electron
democracy projects.They saw the potential new technology offered in eliminat
ing constraints of space and time, which had traditionally worked against dire
democracy. Thus ICT could provide the information, processing power and co
munication facilities which would enable unlimited numbers of people to parti
ipate simultaneously in debate and voting. The problems associated with th
developments did not go undocumented, though they were less reported. In on
the earliest attempts to explore the impact of ICT on society Martin and Nérma
concluded:

‘Voting from home is a technical possibility, and perhaps will be
implemented in some countries before the end of the century. Contin-
uous computerized referendums on all matters of public importance
may appear to be a logical extension of Western democracy, but if
attempted, would almost certainly be its ultimate downfall! Could
any political system survive the volatility of ill- educated public opin-
ion? The computerised society must steer a narrow course between
automation of democracy and automation of tyranny.’

One of the most thorough rebuttals of plebiscitary democracy is offered |
Abramson et alipid). They argue that there is a characteristic danger in ele
tronic plebiscitary democracy. The focus on speed and humbers undermines
room and value of discussion and deliberation. ‘The result is to reduce politic
participation to the passive and private act of registering one’s own preconcei
opinion on an issue. Politics becomes simply a set of institutional arrangeme
for expressing and satisfying the interests we hold as private persons.’ (p.21).
danger of electronic democracy projects that aim to achieve direct participat
in politics through a plebiscitary model is that, in concentrating upon enhanci
participation, they ignore the interactive discourse that is a fundamental feature
a developed democracy. Push-button voting becomes more important than de
oping the knowledge and awareness amongst citizens that enables them to r
informed and rational decisions about their voting behaviour.

Representative Democracy

Alternatively, ICTs can make existing models of representative democracy me
responsive. This is a view espoused strongly by American pluralists who exp
ICTs to create a more level playing field on which a diverse range of intere
groups can compete. From this perspective, ICTs are expected to make n
information more widely available to a more diverse range of groups, and fol

“For example A.TofflerFuture ShockBantam Books, 1971; T.Becker, ‘Teledemocradifie Fu-
turist December 1981.
8J.Martin & R.D.Norman,The Computerised Socigtrentice Hall, 1970, pp.298-9.
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more diverse range of purposes, than has previously been possible. Thus, one
gestion — which relates to cable television specifically is that it can ‘... break t
hold of mass-audience programming on television — to move to a diverse ment
programs aimed at the diversity of groups and interests that constitute a mor:
pluralistic society ... '. In addition, new technologies give groups access to i
formation, and the means to store and process it relatively cheaply, quickly ¢
effectively: these are benefits which were previously only available to large a
wealthy organisations. The development of freenets (local networks which in t
hook into national networks) in many American communities is an example of t
use of ICTs to promote the pluralist discourses that underpin the political cultt
of that particular form of representative democracy.

The problems of using ICTs to enhance existing models of representative de
racy are also manifest. Most significantly, there is a very real danger that IC
used in this context will serve only to compound existing biases in the distrib
tion of information between different groups. New technologies, therefore, al
have the potential to augment extant assymmetries in the distribution of inforn
tion, and therefore, of power. Where access to, or control of, such technoloc
is limited especially by a technocragtite® ICTs can be used to militate against
democracy.

Communitarian Democracy

A third view is that of communitarian or ‘strong’ democracy. Citizenship and th
common good are the key features of communitariartfshe aim of democratic
politics becomes

‘to reorient our ends in life; to enlarge the interests of the indi-
vidual through debate and discourse with others; to enrich the self
through the experience of citizenship.” [Thus] ‘Democracy is not a
process for allowing a majority to rule over minority interests antago-
nistically; it is a process of persuasion through which we seek to cre-
ate and maintain a good life in commoh'’.

ICTs are particularly appropriate for promoting communitarianism. More d
rect forms of voting and opinion giving become possible using ICTs and this fu
fils one dimension of the communitarian agenda (criticisms of such plebiscite
models notwithstanding). But ICTs also provide the means by which people ¢
be informed and educated. In addition ICTs provide new mediums through wh
people can come together in communities where, perhaps because of distance
ography or other barriers, they were previously not able. The wide ranging exp
iments with electronic town meetings being undertaken in numerous American
calities is perhaps the most visible example of ICT and the communitarian ager
Here cable television, networked computers and telephones function together
package which enables two way debate and discussion of issues prior to (in n
cases) a poll of opinions.

9L.Pratchett, ‘Open Systems and Closed Networks: Policy Networks and the Emergence of O
Systems in Local Governmen®ublic Administratio2/1, 1994.

10B.R.Barber,Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Agmiversity of California
Press, 1984; A.EtzioniThe Spirit of CommunityCrown Publishers, 1993).

11 Abramson et alibid, p.22.
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‘Public feedback is advisory and respects the responsibility of elected
leaders to make decisions and the responsibility of citizens to commu-
nicate with those who goveri?

Information and Democracy

More rarely recognised and analysed than assumptions concerning models of ¢
racy are those associated with information and democracy. The most straight
ward are based on the generally held view (which stretches back to the Greeks
was immortalised in the words of Francis Bacon) that information equals knov
edge and knowledge equals power. As noted above, telematics — the converg
of information-processing and communication technologies — is fundamental
electronic democracy. Consequently, ICTs with their vastly expanded (and «
panding) power to collect, store, process and transmit information are seen as
keys to unlocking access to information and therefore knowledge and power. /
ceptance of this straightforward view of the value and role of information has s
many exponents of electronic democracy to assume that because ICTs can il
ence the distribution and flow of information throughout society they are inhe
ently democratic.

A more clearly argued correlation between information, ICTs and democra
was presented by Manét.He argued that ‘... there are three main sources of di:
trust and scepticism concerning democracy: (1) the complete loss of control o
the leaders by those led, (2) the inability of democracy to provide public servic
efficiently, (3) the impractability of participatory democracy because of the de
ciencies and inabilities of citizens.” (p.251). Manor concluded that all these col
be considered in some way problems of information. Therefore as computers c
with information, its communication and use then ‘Computers can, in fact, be us
to improve representative democracy; they can even be utilized to establish pa
ipatory democracy.’ (p.252).

Finally Doctof* sought to develop the concept of ‘information democracy
. a sociopolitical system in which all people are guaranteed the right to ber
fit from access to information resources. Information democracy deals with e
powerment, with ensuring that people have the tools they need to participate
the decision-making structures that affect their daily lives.” (p.44). Doctor locat
information clearly within a broader and deeper debate on power. He notes t
there appears to be general agreement (among political theorists) that power
rives from three interrelated sources; money, authority and knowledge, and t
‘... the presence or absence of these sources in various combinations determ
whether an individual or group is empowered.” (p.49). The degree of empow!
ment dictates the opportunities to participate in the decision making of gove
ment — a requirement of democracy. He concludes that ‘Such opportunities
turn require adequate and equal distribution of information resources as well

12D Elgin, ‘Revitalising Democracy through Electronic Town Meetinggpectrum66/2, 1993 (our
emphasis).

13y.Manor, ‘The Contribution of Computers to Participatory Democracy’, in E.Mumford &
H.Sackman (edshiluman Choice and Computeisorth-Holland Publishing Co, 1975.

14R.Doctor, ‘Social Equity and Information Technologies: moving towards information democracy
ARIST, 27, 1992.
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the ability to use those resources effectively.. (p.50). The gap between the
formation rich and poor, and strategies for addressing information ‘poverty’ — fi
example the provision of publicly accessible ICTs and information resources —
therefore fundamental to the health of modern democracy.

Conclusion

This article has briefly introduced the main themes and issues that arise in the a
ysis of ICTs and electronic democracy. It has highlighted the main features
ICTs that make them significant for democracy, and has examined their influer
in relation to three models of democracy. It has also considered the more impl
issue of why information, and hence information and communication techno
gies, are important for democracy. But, in introducing these themes a numbe
further issues arise that have yet to be debated in United Kingdom political s
ence. Firstly, as noted earlier, much of the material on electronic democracy, b
theoretical and empirical, is drawn from American sources and relies heavily ufg
ideas of democracy and politics that are central in the USA. This is not to sugg
that all literature which discusses the subject is American. A number of Unit
Kingdom based authors have considered the subje&nd a recent edition of
Demosalso discussed the subject within the broader topic of democratic refor
But all these are only partial discussions of electronic democracy, which deal w
selected areas of interest and concern. Most importantly, there has been nc
tempt to consider the extent to which American experiments in electronic dem:
racy are relevant in a United Kingdom context. The experiments in electror
town meetings currently under way in the USA depend heavily upon the conc
of strong, pluralist democracy and a desire to sustain and enhance communite
democratic structures. But the political, social and geographical differences of
United Kingdom make such models less appropriate for this country, and sugg
that attempts to implement the ‘smart town hall’ in the United Kingdom will hav
very different consequences and outcomes for democracy to those experience
the USA.

Secondly, a technological determinist view often dominates the subject of el
tronic democracy. This can be detected at all levels of discussion, both descrip
and predictive, and particularly in literature which deals with the design and o
eration of technology. But, like any technology, ICTs are political artifacts. Cor
sequently, rather than seeing them as autonomous developments, it is importa
recognise that the design, application and environment that they create are pc
choices and thus political choic&s.As Abramson et alibid) point out, the al-
ternative view that technical things do not matter at all — what they term ‘politic
determinism’ — is equally misplaced. While it is true that technology itself doe
not cause any particular political changes it certainly enables them. This app
in both the sense that it enables changes to take place that would otherwise
have been possible (for example, plebiscites in geographically spread areas in
time) and enhances (or exaggerates) other effects. Furthermore, ICTs, like o

15For example, D.LyonThe Information SocietyPolity Press, 1988; |.McLearemocracy and
New TechnologyPolity Press, 1989; G.MulgaGommunication and ContrdPolity Press, 1997?.

16| Horrocks & J.Webb, ‘Electronic Democracy: a policy issue for United Kingdom local govern
ment?’,Local Government Policy Makin@1/3, 1994.
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technologies, almost always have unintended and unplanned consequences.
conclusion that follows from this is that ICTs have to be taken seriously when d
cussing democratic and political developments in the late twentieth century. T
synthesis of information and communication technologies into combined pa
ages of interactive technology — for example multi-media PCs — is, and will i
creasingly, exert tremendous pressures on existing economic, political and so
relations. The question is, therefore, not should ICT be allowed to impact
democracy, but how. Consequently political science should turn to the ways
which ICTs are designed, organised and operated so that it can support and stre
democracy rather than undermine it. Democracy will benefit most from the i
creasing prevalence of ICTs in economic, political and social life, where it tak
deliberate advantage of the interactive capacities of new technologies to impr
information and discourse over all issues, and to generally enhance participa
in politics.

The potential of electronic democracy to deliver particular democratic outcon
is far from conclusive. New ICTs will have differing impacts, depending upon
number of complex and inter-related factors, such as the political culture in whi
they emerge and the model of democracy that is implicit to that culture. Itis whe
ICTs are implemented to support a model of democracy that is not in keeping w
the political culture of that country that there impact is most ambiguous and
tentially dangerous.

That the impact of information and communication technologies (ICTs) on gc
ernment, the political system and democracy generally continues to increas
largely ignored within mainstream political science in the United Kingdom. On
consequence is that, with the exception of our previous Workere has been
hardly any serious discussion and analysis of the concept of electronic democi
and how it might apply in a United Kingdom context. A result is that material
an American origin (where the subject has been a matter of academic discuss
analysis and experimentation for over twenty years) is often used as the star
point for United Kingdom study without much recognition of the problems a:
sociated with interpreting and applying that work in a British context. The tim
has now come to analyse the prospects for electronic democracy from a uniqt
United Kingdom perspective. This is not simply a debate that will become in
portant in the future as the impact of ICTs on democracy become more appal
— it is a debate that has already become important. In providing an introducti
to the themes and issues of electronic democracy this article begins to develog
debate on concerns for democracy that will not go away simply by being ignor
by political scientists. In the era of the ‘information highway’, ‘virtual reality’
and ‘cyberspace’, electronic democracy is an issue of the present as well as of
future.

7For example, I.Horrocks & J.Weblhid; C.Bellamy & I.Horrocks ‘Electronic Exchange of Infor-
mation with the Public: Will it Solve the Problems of Democracy in England?’, in W.Donk et al (eds
ibid; L.Pratchett ‘Democracy Denied: the Political Consequences of ICTs in United Kingdom Loc
Government’, in W.Donk et al (edshid.



