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Niels Ole Finnemann 

The Internet and the public space  

Published in Nordic Media Trends 9, Radio, TV & Internet in the Nordic 

Countries. Göteborg: Nordicom 2006: 11-28. 
The article focuses on the Internet as a new public space. Though more than this, the 
Internet is also such a space, and this can be considered one of the most significant 
innovative dimensions of this medium. The first section presents the general framework 
for the analysis (evolutionary media theory), arguing that the development of any specific 
medium is closely connected to the developments in the overall media structure (co-
evolution, not convergence). The second section focuses on major differences in the 
development of the Internet, both in a global perspective (high and low penetration, 
access forms) and between countries with a high penetration. Three models of cultural 
selection are identified: an American, an Asian and a North European model. The third 
section examines the reciprocal relation between the innovation of Internet technology 
and the development of public space in countries with general access to the Internet. 
 

 
1. Broadband is here, but so are the legacy media 

1.1 Convergence, replacement or co-evolution of media? 

In the next five to ten years, wrote the Web-usability expert Jakob Nielsen in 

1998, we will see “the End of Legacy Media (Newspapers, magazines, 

Books, TV Networks). Most current media formats will die and be replaced 

by an integrated Web medium.” 1 The idea was that the spread of broadband 

connections (and other hardware improvements) would allow a true media 

integration of text and live pictures.  

Of course, why wouldn’t we want the TV images along with the full-

length newspaper article, access to relevant background information, and 

more in-depth analyses in one and the same medium? “Around 2008,” he 

added, “all computer users will prefer using the Web over reading printed 

pages. High-end users may make this switch around 2003.”  

The argument is simple, clear and consistent. It is possible to digitize all 

media. Via the Web we can get everything directly on our screen on the 
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desktop, in the armchair or wherever and whenever we want it. It is thus 

understandable that many people have predicted the conversion to a 

completely digitized media matrix. 

In the intervening years, the air has been thick with the word 

convergence, sometimes referring to such a digitized media matrix, 

sometimes to the fusion of branches, enterprises, markets or services within 

the telecom, ICT, and media sectors, and sometimes to the content of the 

various media. It is a convenient concept because it indicates that there is a 

clear and unambiguous goal for development, that it goes from chaos 

towards order, and that we know a unidirectional path to this goal. However, 

convergence of branches implies divergence of the markets and services 

offered by the converging branches; convergence of channels (e.g., 

broadband for phones, TV, and internet) implies divergence of content and 

use. Convergence of enterprises implies divergence of internal culture (e.g., 

AOL/Time Warner) and of services. Convergence of media implies... – well 

we don’t know. What we have is a still-growing number of different digital 

media as well as a continuing co-evolution including a variety of non-digital 

media. The word convergence is simply a poor term for the development of 

an increasingly complex, new matrix of media. 

Not all of these convergence predictions are equally wide of the mark. 

The claim that broadband connections (ADSL, cable) were well on their way 

to becoming standard can be defended, though not as quickly as predicted. 

The same is true for the assertion that in the next ten years the Internet 

would become just as widespread as printed newspapers. This is true today 

in countries like Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, where both 

newspapers and the Internet reach about 75 to 80% of the population. 2 In 

these countries, the Internet has significantly extended the public space at 
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the local, national, and transnational levels. Even though the Internet 

capacity for TV is still too limited, the Web could take over the functions of 

the print media. Only this has not happened, not even in countries where the 

spread of the Internet is strong enough to make it possible. So far, 

newspapers have not been replaced, they have been re-functionalized as 

manifested, for instance, in the rise of free dailies following the 

breakthrough of the Internet. 

 

The idea of a complete transition from legacy media into a purely web-based 

media matrix is misleading. It is both too far-reaching in its vision of a 

complete transition and too narrow-minded in its one-dimensional and 

techno-centric perspective, which does not take the whole range of social 

and cultural processes in the field into account. Still, it is more realistic than 

the equally widespread idea in the 1990s of the Internet as a platform for a 

new separate, virtual cyberspace. It is more realistic because the media are 

seen as media within and for the surrounding society. But in the end, both 

visions are based on the same erroneous idea that digital media constitute an 

autonomous system that develops according to its own internal logic.  

In his work “The Information Age” (I-III: 1996-1998), Manuel Castells 

presented a more refined combination of the two visions – on the one hand, 

securing the Internet in the hands of social actors while, on the other, 

viewing it as a medium that supports a new social stratum, a space of flows 

that works autonomously but dominates the societal structure, the space of 

places (Castells I: 423). In this account too, the Internet is a medium that 

develops according to the internal logic of digital media and independently 

of other media. 
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The development of digital media does not follow an autonomous and 

separate path. We didn’t get a complete conversion to an entirely digitized 

media matrix, an autonomous parallel universe, or a separate, hegemonic 

media system developing independently and above other media. Nor have 

we gotten convergence in any other definable sense. What we see is a 

different pattern in which new digital media are developing in a constantly 

fluctuating interaction with old media. The dynamic of this co-evolution of 

old and new media is complex, as it is both influenced by existing media and 

old and new groups of actors. The efforts of these actors are mediated in a 

restructured system of – differently biased – media, which also allows for a 

number of new genres and formats as well as for a variety of new patterns of 

“readership” and media use. 

There is one overall principle at stake in this process. The innovation, 

development, spread and integration of digital media in culture is 

characterized by ongoing diversification and differentiation both in respect 

to actors, genres of content, media and patterns of communication. The 

result is an integration of the Internet in the overall media structure, 

implying the emergence of a new, more complex matrix of media based on 

oral, written, printed, analogue and digital electronic media of 

communication. 

In principle, there are no limits to the possible differentiations. In 

practice, limits are defined – temporarily – by social and cultural selections 

that depend, on the one hand, on the goals of the actors and, on the other, on 

the biases of the various media. To understand the story, we need to take 

both the changing system of possible actors and the biases of the various 

media into consideration.  
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1.2 Different media are used because of their different biases and 

affordances  

Media technology does not determine the development of media, but media 

are still biased and they differ from each other because of their different 

biases. After all, this is the only way to explain that we both create and use 

new media. Biases constrain the function of a medium, but at the same they 

favor certain forms of communication. Speech is synchronous, limited to be 

within earshot and facilitative of face-to-face contact, embodied 

communication and deicsis. Writing is asynchronous, based on a distance 

between reader and writer in time, place and situation; writing and print are 

visual, print adding among other things many identical copies, thus reducing 

the price for each and increasing the number of people who can access the 

same content; radio is auditive, TV is a medium for text, images, and sound. 

The print media are asynchronous, the electronic synchronous.  

To some extent biases can be modified. The printing and distribution 

time can be reduced, and it’s possible to store radio and TV programs for 

later transmission, but the fundamental media-bound restrictions remain. To 

bypass the biases of one medium you need another medium. Not until the 

digital media do we get an almost seamless integration and combination of 

asynchronous and synchronous communication across distances and 

comprehensive auditory (speech, music, sound) and visual (writing, images) 

communication.  

Digital media can be used as old media because the physical and 

functional architecture of old media can be represented as sequences of bits, 

which also means that the physical and functional properties and biases are 

converted into optional and editable features. Invariants become optional 

and editable variables. With text comes also hypertext as an option, with 
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activity comes also interactivity and with semiotics also multi-semiotics. 

Any simulation of old media, therefore, also opens possibilities for a variety 

of modifications and blendings of well-known features and formats. Digital 

media can be used in a variety of new ways, and they allow us to bypass 

many, though not all, biases of old media. This is why we are still using old 

media, albeit most often in new ways.3  

The Internet is based on the general properties of digital media, but also 

brings its own set of biases and affordances. 

First of all, the Internet provides a much wider public space than any 

other medium. It’s wider both in respect to the amount of information 

provided, in respect to the number of people who can express their opinions 

and provide information publicly, and it is wider in transnational reach. 

 Second, it provides a much more differentiated distribution system. 

While print and electronic media have a built-in asymmetry between sender 

and receiver, the Internet is characterized by a fundamental symmetry. Any 

recipient can also be a sender. Even though this potential symmetry is only 

modestly exploited, it is always present as an optional source. The result is a 

more variable relation between sender and receiver, and it allows for a much 

broader group of content providers including concerned parties (politicians 

and others) who can provide their own version, regardless of their point of 

view. The Internet does not allow the old media to control the news and 

content deliveries on the same scale and to the same degree as before. The 

Internet also gives the readers/users easy access to different sources and 

services both on the local, national and transnational levels.  

Third, the Internet can be used both synchronously (as electronic 

media) and asynchronously (as print media), allowing any sort of 
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combination and gradual variation. At the same time, information can be 

updated immediately and accessed around the clock. 

Fourth, even if old media still prevail, the Internet allows full 

integration of the content of the legacy media. News can be provided and 

spread with relevant background information faster than in any other 

medium, and the Internet also provides facilities for any sort of debate on 

any issue. At the same time, the Internet provides a huge public memory and 

archive.  

There is no doubt that these and other characteristics provide a wide 

range of new facilities for both private and public communication. 

The individual media also distinguish themselves from one another in 

that they set different conditions for the actors’ influence on the shaping of 

the medium. Because both the content and functional architecture of digital 

media are manifested as binary and editable sequences, the functional 

architecture can also be modified and changed by sending new messages in 

the same digital format. It is precisely this quality that enables individual 

actors to spread messages that change the functional architecture of the 

Internet. The most far-reaching example is probably Tim Berners-Lee’s 

publication of html, www and http on the existing Internet. The subsequent 

reuse and spread of this software became the basis of the breakthrough of the 

Web as a public space. This development has, on the other hand, been 

solidly supported by the active – albeit not always equally enthusiastic – 

cooperation of the old media. The major, most highly visited news pages on 

the Web are often those of the old media. The old media thus reinforce the 

emergence of the Internet as a public space, an emergence that acquires its 

own meaning and also involves an – innovative – connection between digital 

media and other public media. This connection implies not only that digital 
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media influence old media, but also that old media become more important 

for the development of digital media. The story was a result of unforeseen 

and uncoordinated interactions between public institutions, commercial 

media, and civil society. 

 
 
2. Digital divides and/or cultural diversity? 

The role of the Internet as a new public space depends on a variety of 

dimensions that together constitute a complex, dynamic system of variables. 

These variables comprise both the properties of the medium, the social and 

cultural settings, the relations to other media, and the various actors with 

their various communication purposes. They are all independent variables, 

but they also relate to and influence each other in a variety of ways.  

The indefinite potential of the Internet forces us to focus specifically on 

the social and cultural selections through which a specific value of each 

variable is fixed for a while. These selections and practices differ, of course, 

as a function of all sorts of social and cultural differences. In the following I 

shall concentrate on two aspects: 

 

a) The most general and basic selection relates to the question of access and 

of access formats. The role of the Internet as a public space depends on the 

accessibility to the infrastructure, but also on the access formats. In both 

cases – access and access formats – the question arises whether the Internet 

will develop in the same direction in all societies, differing only in speed and 

degree, or whether we will see developments in different directions. This 

leads to the second aspect to be considered:  
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b) How we can explain differences in the development of the Internet across 

countries with approximately the same high reach, such as the US, a few 

Asian Countries and the Nordic countries.  

 

2.1  Access and access formats 

Naturally, the most basic digital divide is between those who have access to 

and use the Internet and those who do not. Of the world population, only 

15% has access to the Net.4 Nearly 90% of this 15% live in the most 

industrialized parts of the world. While in the Nordic countries and the 

Netherlands 70-80% of the population has access, this is the case for less 

than 40% in Southern parts of Europe.5 There is no need to argue that the 

role of the Internet as a public space differs as a function of access. But it 

might be worth discussing whether this is only a difference in the degree of 

development along the same track or whether it is a matter of different kinds 

and patterns of developments due to different cultural and social settings, 

differences that may persist in a more long-term perspective.  

A major question here is whether the differences are seen as digital 

divides, which should be reduced or even eliminated, or as the result of 

cultural diversity and as a positive value to be accepted and even nurtured? 

Looking at the differences between Northern and Southern Europe, for 

instance, it can be argued that the main means of access to the Internet in, 

e.g., Spain, and even more so in the Third World, will not be desktops and 

laptops as is the case today in Northern Europe, but rather cell phones – not 

least in the remote rural areas. Cell phones are also of growing importance in 

Northern Europe, but the possible roles of the Internet differ according to the 

different combinations of access formats available. While the development 



10 

of access patterns and formats may resemble each other in the major cities in 

Northern and Southern Europe, this is less likely in the more remote areas.  

Considering both the enormous gap in the global perspective and the 

differences between Northern and Southern Europe, one can safely make the 

claim that where an educated, modern middle class is present, the Internet is 

also present – and vice versa. This does not mean that the Internet can only 

be a medium for the educated middle class. But it raises the question of 

whether other social groups need the Internet for the same purposes and in 

the same forms that have been developed and defined by this global minority 

group – which constitutes the majority group in the Nordic countries. 

Though unable to predict the long-term trends of Internet use, we can 

predict that differences in access ports will be accompanied by differences in 

the possible social and cultural functions and uses of the Internet. But 

differences in access forms are themselves a result of differences in social 

and cultural traditions shaping the medium through the ways in which it is 

used. One of the reasons for the differences between Northern and Southern 

Europe can be found in social and cultural differences related to education, 

work, and gender, while another can be found in different national policies. 

In Northern Europe, development is largely influenced by the integration of 

IT into national welfare policies, while in Spain, for instance, the idea that 

development should be market driven is dominant. But this difference again 

is rooted in much older traditions and policies. 

 

2.2 Three models of cultural selection 

Use of the Internet contributes to the homogenization of the middle class 

both nationally and transnationally. Still, there are significant cultural and 

social differences in the development within this social group.  
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One of these differences can be seen by comparing the development in 

countries with the highest Internet penetration: the United States and 

Canada, the Nordic countries, and a few of the Asian countries, first of all 

South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. In all these 

countries, the Internet is generally available for more than 60% of the 

population.6 We are also able to identify the main forces behind this 

development, namely, various sorts of interaction between:  

 

l) state and public institutions, possibly including public service media – 

acting on behalf of the authorities and public service obligations; 

2) corporations and private enterprises, including commercial media – acting 

on a commercial basis and purpose; 

3) civil society groups, organizations, and individuals – acting for idealistic 

or individual motives and values without any public obligation or 

commercial purpose. 

 

What differs in different cultural settings, however, is the roles and balances 

in the interactions between these three groups of actors, as described and 

discussed by M. Castells (1996-98), M. Castells and P. Himanen (2001) and 

J. Abbate (1999), Rodan (1998), Rastin (2003) and others. 

The American development originated in joint efforts by universities 

and in civil society initiatives, the latter mostly on an individual (student) 

basis. Later the developments were mainly based on the interaction between 

civil society – represented, for instance, in the open source movement, but 

including many other individuals and social groups – and commercial 

players, though still drawing heavily on public institutions. The state, 
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however, has taken a relatively detached, “laissez-faire” attitude, favoring 

the market over civil society initiatives. 

The Nordic development is based on civil society, commercial players, 

and the state, but the state and public institutions are more active agents. In 

these countries, you will find a number of proactive state initiatives 

supporting commercial initiatives as well as civil society participation 

projects and projects for the huge sector of public institutions. In the case of 

Singapore and other Asian countries, civil society plays only a minor, often 

censored and oppositional, role, in spite of the fact that the population is also 

dominated by an educated, modern middle class.  

What we have here are examples of different social constellations in the 

neo-corporate triangle driving development. One difference is obviously 

related to the differences in the size and density of the populations. Small 

countries are more likely to be able to provide the infrastructure throughout 

the country, though both Norway and Sweden are geographically 

widespread with a rather low population density and widespread remote 

rural areas, while Denmark and, to an even greater extent, Hong Kong and 

Singapore have a much higher population density.7  

A second difference is political, related to the general views on the role 

of the state. The American model represents a kind of liberalism, while the 

Asian model is profoundly more authoritarian; the Nordic model can be 

located in between. On the one hand, it is proactive like the Asian model, but 

on the other, it is based on the idea of a universalistic welfare state, which is 

not authoritarian, but oriented towards the inclusion of the whole population 

in the developmental strategies.  

Below are some of the important ingredients in the Nordic model: 
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l) State-driven projects for the Information/Network/Knowledge 

Society that support the integration of civil society and initiatives related to 

the digitization of the (huge) public sector (schools, health care system, etc.) 

2) Public institutions (including schools and universities, libraries, the 

health sector) are the dominating customers on the market. Unfortunately, 

there are no figures on the total amount of public spending on IT, but given 

the huge public sector, it is safe to say that these investments have had a 

great impact both on the general spread of IT in society and on the growth of 

the IT industries.  

3) Previous welfare policies (including the development of proactive 

state policies) generating a huge and homogeneous, well-educated and 

modern middle class, including a high percentage of women on the labor 

market. 

Among the results is a lower rate of social exclusion than in the U.S. 

and Singapore (Castells & Himanen, 2002:15-18, UNDP 2005).8 

One lesson is that the welfare state is not necessarily – as predicted by 

scholars, journalists, and politicians – a burden for the development of a 

knowledge society. Rather it has served as a lever, bringing these countries 

to the very top of the statistics on welfare services, IT, Internet penetration, 

and on the statistics on the competitiveness of national economies.9 Contrary 

to the prediction that the welfare state would die, it has developed into a 

main instrument for the information/network society because the welfare 

principles were widened to include IT and Internet policies. 

As is often stated in the stock exchange markets, previous gains do not 

guarantee future gains. The lesson is not that we should only do business or 

welfare politics as usual, but rather that there are different roads to the 

future. 
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In this perspective, it is of relevance to compare these models with the 

three models of media systems described by Hallin and Mancini in their 

book Comparing Media Systems, though they only focus on the American 

and European media systems in the 20th century, well before the spread of 

the Internet. 

The three models are as follows: 

1) The Mediterranean or polarized pluralist model 

2) The North (and Central) European or democratic corporatist model 

3) The North Atlantic/liberal model 

 

The Northern European model is described as characterized by three 

“coexistences”: 

1) commercial media and media tied to political and civil groups; 

2) journalistic professionalism and political parallelism;  

3) liberal freedom of the press and strong state intervention in the media 

regulations. 

 

Hallin and Mancini trace these “coexistences” back to the Protestant 

Reformation, the development of literacy, and strong efforts to organize and 

negotiate. While the first-mentioned components of these coexistences 

connect this model with the American model, it is connected to the 

Mediterranean model via the second.  

One may object that the media tied to political and civil groups did not 

so much coexist as they were eliminated in the second half of the previous 

century. This occurred, however, due to the rise of public service broadcast 

media, which means that there was still a kind of coexistence of commercial 

print media and less commercial electronic public service media, though not 
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tied to political and civil groups. Hallin and Mancini admit that political 

parallelism is weakened, but claim that there are still many reminiscences. 

So for now, let us accept their general scheme, which to some extent seems 

to be repeated on the Internet.     

The history of the Internet as a medium for the general public is only 

ten years in length, and the patterns that will develop in the next fifty or 100 

years may be very different, but so far we can say that important cultural and 

social differences in the previous modern societies still persist. Commercial 

and less-commercial news services do coexist, also on the Internet, the latter, 

for instance, provided by the presence of old public service media, and by a 

variety of civil society initiatives. The coexistence of political parallelism 

and journalistic professionalism that Hallin and Mancini described as 

declining, but still traceable in the former period, is more questionable. In 

Denmark, for instance, the surviving national newspapers declare 

themselves to be independent of political parties, but still position 

themselves on a moderate right/centre scale. It can be argued that political 

journalism is weakened or marginalized. At the same time, however, one can 

also talk about a kind of revival for political journalism, both due to civil 

society activities on the Internet and due to professionalized political 

communication and campaigns in all media. Third, there is still a system that 

strives to combine liberal freedom of the press with relatively strong state 

intervention.  

This is not to say that only continuity and repetition occur. First of all, 

because the Internet brings with it a general change in the gate-keeping role 

of media, as there are many editors but no editor-in-chief. Now news can be 

published and made accessible for the general public not only by 

professional journalists, but also by professional spin doctors, politicians, 



16 

lobbyists, companies and individuals. News can be provided by all kinds of 

actors from any sort of social and cultural perspective, and news can also be 

provided in a range of new formats, via websites, newsletters, web logs, cell 

phones, etc. Furthermore, there has been a general change in the economy of 

news services (and many other e-services), as commercial services are now 

also competing – and to some extent interacting – with non-commercial 

services. At the same time, there is a tendency towards a stronger separation 

between news and background information. Today, news is provided by a 

still growing number of media and channels, which can be accessed any time 

from everywhere. Finally, the Internet allows the individual to connect 

directly with any sort of expert system.  

State intervention is also changing, as it is no longer only related to 

managing a limited number of broadcast channels or supporting the survival 

of the commercial print papers, as it were; today it is also associated with a 

number of complicated new copyright and open-source issues, a huge 

number of security issues in connection with cyber crimes and the protection 

of data against any sort of unwanted (mis)use and, not least, with a rising 

number of issues connected with the mismatch between national jurisdiction 

and transnational communication, including the rise of various sorts of so-

called “data havens” located in countries with less protectionist regulations 

(Deibert, 2002). 

The systems described by Hallin and Mancini were all build around 

newspapers and electronic mass media organized within relatively well-

defined national horizons. What we are witnessing today is a change in the 

common basis for these models, partly initiated by the development of 

transnational media corporations and partly by the emergence of the Internet.  
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While both the corporations and the Internet challenge the national 

horizons and regulations as well as national markets, the Internet also 

provide a new marketplace and a new public space that can be exploited 

both on a local and national scale.  

We still have co-evolution of media, but the matrix has now been added 

to a new category of media, digital media, thereby increasing the complexity 

of the field.  

 

3. The reciprocity in the innovation of Internet and public space 

The development of all digital media was related to and facilitated by the 

Internet from early on. The Net was used – and developed – as a 

communication device within the IT milieus and was associated with a spirit 

of openness. In some respects, the later development can be seen as a steady 

growth into a much wider scale, but there has been a radical transformation 

from an open space into a public space in between. Most of the story is 

already documented and described by the inventors and by scholars (T. 

Berners-Lee, 1999, J. Abbate, 1999 and others). In this context, however, it 

should be stressed that the emergence of a public space on the Internet both 

influences the development of IT and digital media and the wider public 

space. A number of these reciprocal relations are described in the following.  

To evaluate the relations between the Internet and the public space, we have 

to take a look at the various functions and activities that constitute this 

space, because they can be served to different degrees and in various forms 

on the Internet. One of the most important functions is no doubt the 

provision of trustworthy news. A second function is to provide a public 

space for debate between citizens and between citizens and politicians and 

experts, and for opinion building in society. To some extent, it also includes 
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what Jensen and Helles (2005:81) define as anticipated communication and 

action, which may take place elsewhere. And third, it is also a space for the 

dissemination of background information and the contextualization of news 

and opinions.  

All of these functions can actually be taken care of in the old media as 

well as on the Internet, but the conditions, formats, and genres differ, both in 

terms of the specifics of the various media platforms and in terms of the 

different functions. 

 

3.1 A new public space for news 

The role of the Internet as a medium for news services is based on a number 

of genres and formats, the most significant being the Web-based online news 

services. The dominant news sites are online editions provided by the old 

media, whether print or electronic broadcast media. In a study of print 

newspapers and their online editions in sixteen European countries (R. 

Wurff et al. 2005), we found that print media dominated the format of their 

online editions in many respects, but also that there is a general, but slowly 

emerging tendency towards continuous updating and towards the 

development of a variety of short forms of news. Continuous updating is 

more frequent in the Nordic countries than in Southern Europe.10  

So far, there are only a few examples of news linked to relevant 

background information. In these instances, the background information 

mainly consists of older stories from the same outlet. The online news 

services are building up their archives, but the content of these archives is 

primarily the news of yesterday. The old media deliver the content to the 

innovative development of the Internet archives. 



19 

Until recently, most of the old print media all over Europe delivered 

their news on the Internet for free, but during the past year most of them 

adopted new strategies, trying to develop appropriate business models. They 

are now heading towards the same kind of balance as the print media: that 

between the economic motives of private enterprises and the role of serving 

the public by providing a space for trustworthy information and public 

debate. One of the new features adopted by many print media is an online 

facsimile of the printed version. In this case, the old media provide not only 

the content, but also the format.  

Whether there is a real market for news on the Internet is not yet quite 

clear. In Denmark, for instance, the electronic public service media provide 

for free a much richer amount of content on their web pages than do the print 

media. The number of unique visitors to the electronic public service media 

web pages is growing much faster than that to the privately owned print 

media web pages. The electronic media are also providing a broader range of 

online services – newsletters, pod-cast news, SMS news for cell phones, and 

streamed audio and video – than are the print media. The electronic media 

now also publish textual news, which may pose the most serious threat to the 

print media. On the other hand, it cannot be ruled out that in the foreseeable 

future the broadcast media may be forced to perform their Internet activities 

on a market basis and not as part of their public service obligations. But 

there are other news sources too. Some are produced  by a variety of civil 

society initiatives, publishing news written by individuals on organized 

online news sites, on weblogs etc., others by more or less professional 

institutions, and news is also provided for free by various actors, be they 

politicians, companies, organizations, etc. Thus far, there is a new, and 

somewhat strange, kind of coexistence of commercial and noncommercial 
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news services. On the Internet you can either pay for news or you can get it 

for free. It’s your choice. One might consider this to be a rather unstable and 

temporary state of affairs, but it might just as well turn out to be normal, as 

the basic dichotomy is deeply rooted within modern culture, where news, 

information and knowledge are both considered and treated as a commodity 

and as products of a free (and noncommercial) human spirit – whether it is 

the spirit of religion or that of enlightenment. We find this form of co-

existence in other areas of the Internet too, in the form of file sharing 

facilities for music, the open source movement, free text archives, etc. 

The Internet is not simply providing a new set of commercial as well as 

non-commercial channels for news. The overall landscape for news 

coverage is also changing in countries where the Internet and the cell phone 

have become widespread. 

Printed newspapers have been supplemented by new, free newspapers 

(except for Germany), the number of (often shorter) news broadcasts on TV 

has grown, and TV stations have experienced considerable growth in the use 

of text TV news. At the same time, news is distributed by way of a growing 

number of radio stations and Net radio stations, cell phones (text messages), 

and pod-casts (sound for MP3 players and desktop computers), just as the 

supply of various formats for text news on the Internet has become 

increasingly differentiated (newsletters, RSS feeds, web logs, news agents, 

and other kinds of user-tailored services). Concurrently with the 

development of fewer and bigger media conglomerates, a new undergrowth 

of “small” media has emerged, both as purely Web-based activities and in 

combination with printed editions.  
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In any case, all media may have to adapt to a new formula for news, 

allowing anybody to access news anytime and everywhere. The Internet is 

the backbone that makes this possible. 

The old news media are the dominant competitors on the Internet, but 

there are also a number of new rivals. Most of them, of course, don’t reach 

the general public directly, but in some cases news (perhaps spectacular) 

from these sites enters into other media, which sometimes also involves 

innovations in the medium through the introduction of new software formats 

and genres such as web logs. 

The fact that the Internet allows all players in any matter of public 

interest to raise their voice publicly constitutes an important change in the 

general function of the public sphere as a platform for the spread of news 

and opinions. In the case of companies, there is no doubt that they try to 

manage public scandals and other matters by addressing the public, the 

journalists, and other stakeholders directly from their own web pages.  

Related to this is another important feature: the Internet allows 

everyone to consult any sort of expert system and provide him-/herself with 

relevant background information independently of his/her primary news 

provider. While in the past citizens mainly had access to expert systems via 

the old media or via a library, they can now bypass these gatekeepers and 

connect directly to these systems, whether for personal interest or to qualify 

their participation in public affairs. This may be regarded as a very 

significant new feature, as it includes many formerly unmediated social 

activities in the overall media structure and contributes to consolidating the 

integration of the Internet into daily life.  

Much more could be said about this, but the Internet is already an 

important news medium, which is also contributing to a more general 
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change in the overall patterns of news circulation in society, including the 

forwarding of news to others by individual citizens.  

 

3. 2 A space for political debate and building of public opinion? 

It is more doubtful whether the Internet has also become an important 

platform for political debate and opinion building. Certainly there are 

debates taking place on the Net and many more voices can be heard, but it is 

not easy to document whether these voices are actually heard very often or 

influence the public and political decisions. Most Internet debate forums 

(usenet and on the web) are concerned with issues about more or less private 

interests of one kind or another. Political debates are more likely to be found 

among likeminded people than among people holding different opinions and 

values. Broader debates can be found, but are often closely related to a hot 

issue, such as a political proposal to close a local school or a hospital. 

Considering the fact that, for instance, the Danish state has funded a number 

of initiatives for engaging local communities in local politics, one would 

expect a much higher rate of activity, and we are still looking for cases 

where such initiatives have developed further after the experiments. (For a 

slightly more positive view on the Danish experiences, see Torpe et al. 

2005).  

While we know that the Internet can be utilized successfully in political 

campaigns and presidential and parliamentary elections, we also know that 

elections cannot be won on the Internet. Howard Dean’s campaign for the 

U.S. Presidency in 2004 is a case in point.11 The Internet needs to be 

integrated into the overall campaign strategy, but elections are still won on 

the street and in the old media. Online activity should generate offline 

activity. According to Norris (2004:21) “the strengthening and reinforcing of 
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cause-oriented and civic forms of political activism” is the most successful 

use of the Internet in respect to democratic participation.  

A reason for this could be that the Internet is not a broadcast medium 

for centralized public debate. It is less a medium for reducing complexity, 

which is necessary to make political decisions, and more a medium for 

handling the various aspects and details of such complexities. In cases of 

dramatic events, it may come close to the function of broadcast media, but 

this is an exception though it does have its own significance. In general, it is 

not a broadcast medium, as it normally doesn’t have a synchronized 

audience. It is rather a spread-cast medium. Maybe this is a reason why 

many media scholars still consider the Internet a less important medium, 

while it would be more appropriate to see it as the reason why the Internet 

has become important. It also explains how the Internet enters into the 

overall media system, contributing to a continuing change in the processes 

and activities within and outside the public sphere. 

 

Conclusions – so far 

For many reasons, we cannot predict the future developments of the Internet. 

Differences in social, cultural, and political traditions are among them. In a 

global perspective there is no doubt that the Internet is dominated by modern 

educated middle classes. They dominate, however in different ways. A 

tripolar system, very similar to the tripolar system of print and pre-digital 

mass media described by Hallin and Mancini, has been implemented via 

different, but equally successful strategies for integration of the Internet into 

the communicative infrastructure. Two of the poles are still much the same, 

the US and Northern Europe, the third pole is located in Asia (which was not 

included in Hallin and Mancini’s work), while the Southern European model 



24 

in relation to the Internet differs due to the less dominant role of the modern 

middle class in these countries. We still need to find out whether the 

different models are also manifested on the level of the features and 

functionalities used and in the content produced.  

If the tripolar model is reproduced as it was argued, it is a reproduction 

in a new context. The model has been transferred from nationally delimited 

parallel media systems to a transnationalized new platform accompanied by 

the rise of competing transnational media corporations. Both the media 

matrix and the system of media corporations have changed, but so has the 

correlation between the two. While the media were formerly in the hands of 

the corporations, we now have a globally distributed medium, which is not 

owned and controlled by the corporations – at least for the time being. The 

separation of a relatively more independent system of media from the 

otherwise relatively much stronger media corporations is based on the 

function of the Internet as the new backbone for the whole societal matrix of 

media. 

This new media matrix is a new field with new rules for all the major 

media corporations as well as for everybody else. But it is not simply a field, 

it is a dynamic field and it provides an interesting new innovational 

dynamics based on the reciprocity between the Internet and the public space. 

The mechanism that forms the basis for this reciprocity is intrinsic to digital 

media: the functional architecture of these media, and their capacities, can 

also be changed by individual messages published within the medium. This 

makes digital media much more flexible than any previous media and much 

less predictable. It doesn’t take a corporation to distribute content worldwide 

or to initiate structural changes in the medium. The publication of the html, 

www and http protocols was an instantiation of this feature of innovation 
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through individual messages, which impacted the whole Internet as they 

were received, copied, used, spread, and implemented as a result of many 

previously uncoordinated efforts. Suddenly a new public space emerged in 

all countries whether it was asked for or not. This new public space 

interferes with the public spaces provided via other media. At the same time, 

it reinforces the impact of the very same mechanism, as it opens a globally 

distributed gateway both for the publication of innovative features and for 

the establishment of new social groups as agents for change in public space.  

In most cases such groups or networks did not exist before they acted and 

they don’t need to act as groups. Still, their joint activities constitute a new 

type of social and cultural practice as manifested in cases such as Napster, 

Kazaa, the chat format, the web log format, wikis, flickr and many other 

software formats favoring distinct new forms of interaction. In many cases 

these practices are still local, national or limited to small social groups, but 

because computers in all countries are now united, the structural 

implications have the same global reach as the Internet itself. The 

mechanism can be described as an integrated process of innovation, 

reduplication, adaptation and selection. Evolutionary media theory seems to 

be the best fit. Not simply in relation to the properties and complexities of 

the Internet, but also in relation to the impact of the Internet on culture at 

large. 

There are hundreds of thousands of projects of this kind “out there”. 

Only very few succeed, but some of those that do may bring about far-

reaching changes – not least by effecting actors who are trying to do 

business as usual.  
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Whether such attempts succeed simply depends on whether they meet 

somebody’s needs. If they do, they will spread and be used – and further 

contribute to a reorganization of the Internet and public discourse.  

Media do not develop in a vacuum and they cannot simply be 

understood on the empirical level of daily practices and policies, as these 

practices are informed both by cultural, social and political traditions rooted 

in the past and by innovative explorations in the huge array of unknown 

potentials.
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