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3 The cultural grammar of the internet
Niels Ole Finnemann

The internet is being shaped by individuals, corporations, nation states, civil-society organizations,

as well as transnational bodies. In the process, all of these actors and their interrelations are being

shaped, in turn, by the medium of the internet. The article explores this reciprocal relationship,
emphasizing how certain properties of a given medium will condition both the nature of its

messages and its impact on culture at large. Previous conceptualisations of such properties – as
biases, affordances, or enabling and disabling capacities – have tended to neglect the three-way

interchange of culture, medium, and message, which is key to understanding the distinctive

character of digital media. Introducing the notion of a cultural grammar of media, the article
highlights the ways in which the individual messages of digital media may actually change the basic

properties of these media, thus modifying the relationship between human agency and social
structure, and paving the way for the wider cultural impact of the internet. It is argued, moreover,

that the cultural grammar of the internet, comprising six dimensions along which selections and

combinations can be made, allows for different lines of development in the future of the internet.

MESSAGE, MEDIUM, AND CULTURE
The idea that any given medium has a specific set of properties distinguishing it from other media,

has served as a natural point of departure for media research. There remain, nevertheless, both

ambiguities and differences of opinion concerning such properties and their implications for
individual messages as well as for culture at large. The rapid spread of the internet and other digital

media has given these issues renewed relevance, not least because digital media are able to integrate
all previous media. Whereas speech is synchronous and auditory, and while writing is asynchronous

and visual, digital media can be synchronous and asynchronous, auditory as well as visual. Thus,

the characteristics that are invariant features of speech and writing become variables in a digital
media environment. This raises the further question of whether digital media, in fact, have a specific

set of properties comparable to those of other media.
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Recent media theory has addressed the properties of non-digital media, taking three different

perspectives in particular. First, the tradition of ‘Medium Theory’ (see the Introduction to this

volume) can be traced to the Canadian economist Harold Innis. Here, the focus is on the biases of
different media at a macro level. The basic idea is that media differ in terms of how they facilitate

the overall spatio-temporal organization of society (Innis, 1951), or in their functions as extensions
of the human senses (McLuhan, 1964), or in the forms of knowledge that they can mediate

(Eisenstein, 1979; Innis, 1951). With reference to television, Joshua Meyrowitz introduced a

distinction between the relatively invariant settings of a medium and its more variable grammar,
i.e., the media-bound mechanisms of variation that serve to shape a particular message, such as the

choice of camera angle or lighting in photography and film (Meyrowitz, 1985; 1993). While
settings are general features that influence culture at large, grammar is understood as mechanisms

that are available for articulating the individual message at a micro level.

The second tradition can be traced to the psychologist J.J. Gibson, who introduced the concept
of affordances to indicate specific – perceptually mediated – relations between an organism and its

environment (Gibson 1979: 127). A landscape has a number of physical qualities (hardness,

steepness, etc.) which can be described independently of individual organisms, but the affordances
of the landscape are unique to the individual organism. For some organisms, physical steepness will

be prohibitive; for others, that same steepness may be quite advantageous. Affordances, then, are
not entities, but functional relations between a motivation and (one or more) characteristics of the

environment that may help to realize the motivation.

If one considers media as extensions of the human senses, it seems reasonable to transfer the
notion of affordances to media theory (see further Jensen & Helles, this volume). It is important to

note, however, that it is not the medium as such that has affordances. Just as it is hunger or anxiety
or sexuality that drives an organism’s selection of visual information from its environment, it is the

needs of an individual or a culture that will guide their uses of media technologies. For a theory of

needs such as Gibson’s, the medium is not the message.
When integrated with media theory, the concept of affordances implies a focus on media as

purposive means of supporting individuals’ communication with their environment. This focus has
proven relevant in work on the design and use of (communicative) artefacts so as to meet

predefined goals (Hutchby, 2001; Norman, 1998; Weiser & Seeley Brown, 1995). From the

perspective of media design and production, common questions are how the characteristics of
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different media may serve to meet particular needs and objectives, or how a constraint may

facilitate some kind of action.

In comparison with Medium Theory, which has mainly concerned itself with the significance
of media for cultural macrostructures, the theory of affordances, then, is oriented toward the design

and analysis of the concrete uses of a medium at a microlevel. To some extent, affordances can be
said to operate on a par with the ‘grammar’ perspective of Joshua Meyrowitz, but are more

specifically attuned to a set of predefined goals. And, while biases are normally understood as

properties that are inherent in the medium, independent of any given purpose, affordances refer to
the specific purposes of using the medium.

Third, and finally, a more pragmatic approach has addressed the media’s ‘enabling’ and
‘disabling capacities,’ emphasizing in particular the social activities that are either encouraged or

hampered (e.g., de Sola Pool, 1990). Though relatively more flexible and historically sensitive, the

approach has been limited by the fact that the capacities in question  – such as telephones enabling
business activities within high-rise buildings (Pool, 1990) – cannot be identified by analyzing either

the medium or the purpose, but must be brought out retrospectively by examining the contingent

relations between the two.
Leaving aside the theoretical differences between the positions, this article builds on them all

to identify the full range of properties that may be relevant for understanding the interrelations
between message, medium, and culture. Taken together, the three positions deliver the following six

parameters:

a) spatio-temporal properties
b) material properties

c) perceptual properties
d) semiotic properties

e) institutional forms of organization

f) knowledge-forming properties.
It is the implementation of, and interplay between, these parameters which help to account for the

wider cultural implications of a particular medium. A parameter may be more or less central to a
given medium; different media also offer varying degrees of freedom in each parameter. For

example, speech is grounded in the time and space of hearing, while the reach of writing across

time and space depends on the material register (stone tablets are less movable than paper) and on
the institutional forms of organizing its production, distribution, and reception. Nevertheless, speech
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and writing have closely related, though not identical, semiotic registers. Electronic media, next, are

different from speech, writing, as well as printed texts in all six parameters. Digital media, finally,

in integrating all other media, offer a new degree of freedom of variation for each parameter
(Finnemann, 2005).

THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL MESSAGES

Despite the combined potential of the three traditions, this article suggests, they all neglect the

content and meaning of the individual messages of media. Although this is justifiable in certain
regards, it tends to obscure a key feature of digital media: the very properties of these media,

including their functional architecture, can be changed by means of individual messages, eventually
creating new properties or allowing new goals to be fulfilled. Even though this may occur only

rarely, and in any case irregularly, the feature can have far-reaching consequences. That was the

case, for instance, when Tim Berners-Lee published his http://www protocol and the hypertext
mark-up language (HTML) via the internet. What started out as a unique individual message

developed, through repetitive use, into a de facto standard for the public internet within a couple of

years. Within this public as well as private space, the same kind of process has occurred again and
again, resulting in an array of new functionalities with varied uses in different contexts (chat fora,

file sharing [Napster, Kazaa], debate fora, weblogs, etc.). This mechanism – a unique message
developing into a general norm or functional feature through repetitive use – is especially

characteristic of digital media. It is, nonetheless, also a basic, if often entirely overlooked

mechanism in the history of languages, and it has been rediscovered incidentally from time to time
in much cultural activity (see Finnemann, 2000). It is, in short, a mechanism by which some media

are selected and shaped as constitutive elements of culture.
Accordingly, it becomes necessary to refine our understanding of how individual messages,

their content and meaning, may contribute to changing, redeveloping, and innovating the basic

properties of media, thus ultimately redefining their cultural impact. The theories of biases and
affordances have generally ended up underestimating, or overlooking, the question of how culture

shapes the media and thereby, recursively, itself.  That is because these theories presuppose that the
invariant biases and affordances of media also incorporate their cultural ‘settings,’ in Meyrowitz’

terms, while their possible variation or ‘grammar’ is only considered in relation to individual

messages. In fact, the settings of digital media – partly in line with those of speech, but unlike those
of writing, printing, and analog-electronic media – do change through individual messages.
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The next section begins to qualify the concepts of biases, settings, and grammar with concrete

reference to the internet. The starting point will be distinctions between:

• the biases of the medium – the set of invariant properties accompanying any use of the
medium;

• the cultural grammar of the medium – a set of variable settings or parameters whose values
are fixed through the repeated use of the medium for many messages; and

• the grammar of the medium – the variables available to shape the individual message.

Since, as mentioned, a medium is as a whole socially produced, it is not possible to draw invariant
boundaries between the general biases of the medium, its cultural grammar, and its grammatical

repertoire. While overlapping, though, each aspect has its own focus. In the case of the computer,
the binary alphabet is an invariant bias, which, however, allows for a large register of variations that

are used to realise its cultural grammar as well as individual messages.

The concept of a cultural grammar, thus, directs renewed attention toward the properties
which are not only used by, but also influenced or even generated by the participants in

communication – through innovation, selection, variation, or repetition.  By these means, a medium

may acquire new social functions, and it may be given a new form. The outcome, in short, is a
cultural influence that occurs through the uses of media in context. Although the concept of a

cultural grammar is relevant for other media, as well, as illustrated by the existence of different
writing cultures, whether in one or in several societies (Lewis, 1999; Lock & Peters, 1996;

Reynolds & Wilson, 1991), the main aim of introducing it is the specific cultural potential of digital

media, which is closely linked to the processes of selection and variation that are enacted through
the uses of these media.

SIX PARAMETERS IN THE CULTURAL GRAMMAR OF THE INTERNET

The cultural grammar of the internet is, in many ways, more open than those of other media, since

the interrelations of all its parts are variable and can be modified by the individual citizen. Indeed, it
is sometimes claimed that the internet and other digital media are so flexible and malleable that one

cannot speak of fixed properties at all and, further, that any description of the internet would be
obsolete once completed because the internet is constantly changing. In that vein, Miller and Slater

(2000) argued that this particular medium can only be studied as used in particular places. On the

other hand, since its breakthrough in the mid-1990s, the internet has also been ascribed a variety of
fixed and wide-ranging properties. To mention a limited, but representative selection of
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descriptions, the internet might create an entirely new, separate, virtual cyberspace; it would

encourage democracy, or globalization, or promote the predominance of network organizations; it

could be considered the foundation of a so-called network society; and, according to more prosaic
predictions, the internet might herald the death of the newspaper.

To a degree, it is justified to describe the potential of the internet as indefinite and hence
dependent on context; there are only two definite limits to its potential. First, any application –

indeed, the totality of all applications – can only realize a limited part of this potential. Second, the

internet has limitations that follow from the symbolic properties of the computer – i.e., the use of
the binary alphabet, an algorithmic syntax, and an interface that defines the semantics of the syntax

(see further Finnemann 1994/1999, and 1999). The internet represents a particular form of the
textualization of electronic communication in computers, but also adds a number of social, cultural,

political, and economic dimensions to the fundamental properties of computers, and the internet

enhances the communicative dimension of computer technology. Janet Abbate has described this
“dramatic transformation” as a rebirth making the computer a communication technology, while the

computer itself is an isolated information-processor (Abbate, 1999: 1).

The matter is, however, more complicated than this description suggests, because the
communicative dimension interacts with the other properties of the computer through a number of

specific relations. It is these relations that make up the parameters of the cultural grammar of the
internet. The following sections discuss six parameters which can be regarded as the key

characteristics of the cultural grammar of the internet:

1) The interactive potential
2) The integration of communication and archive (hypertext)

3) The multisemiotic potential
4) The potential of the internet as a medium for both public and private communication

5) The potential of the internet as a local, national, and transnational medium

6) The potential of the internet for differentiated communication.
The first three parameters are inherited from the properties of the computer, while the last

three amount to new dimensions that follow from the communicative scope of the internet. This
scope, in turn, has implications for the first three parameters, and vice versa. Furthermore, all six

parameters acquire their cultural significance through forms that are produced in specific social

practices. As a result, the internet may follow different lines of development, and may hold a
different significance, in various cultural, social, as well as national contexts.
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The interactive potential

In general characterizations of digital media – whether connected to the internet or not, and as
distinct not least from analog electronic media – it is most often their interactivity that has been

emphasized (see the historical overview in Jørgensen & Udsen, this volume). The term may refer to
several different formats and activities, the most basic one being the user’s ability to influence the

course of communication and its content. Research has most frequently discussed interactivity with

respect to 1) content, and 2) communication with other users (see the analysis by Jensen & Helles,
this volume). In the context of the cultural grammar of the internet, a third form, interactivity with

3) the functional architecture of the medium, becomes highly relevant.
Interactivity with content is familiar from stand-alone computers and closed networks,

whether in gaming, in choosing a route through a hypertext system, or in editing existing materials.

What the internet provides, is a wide range of new interactive relations, including search engines
and portals that are, in many ways, the key mechanisms of the new medium, comments being

offered – perhaps in public  – about a particular web page, questionnaires and polls, multiuser

gaming, file exchanges, etc. The ‘interarchive’ that is described by Petersson (this volume, p. XX),
is an example of an evolving interactive format, namely, a structure that allows the public to

contribute to the content of an image archive. The internet gives access to a much more diverse
supply of easily accessible content, of any sort, which expands considerably the scope and

dimensions of hypertextual interactivity, as compared to the PC and closed networks.

Interactivity between users, including interactivity between content providers and users,
while again familiar from closed networks, occurs with a much wider scope on the internet, which

serves as a general platform for interactive relations between individuals, groups, and organizations,
whether private or public. It is for this reason that the internet has been seen as a medium which, not

least, provides deliberative democracy with new channels for building public opinion. However,

debate fora are more likely to be found on NGO sites and political-party sites, i.e., addressed to
people having more less the same opinions and interests, than on the news sites of public media

(van der Wurff et al., forthcoming). Debate fora, moreover, are exploited differently by different
social groups and are, for instance, not much in evidence at company sites and parliamentary sites

(Jensen & Helles, this volume).

The third form, interactivity with the functional architecture, also comes in different
variants, ranging from the personalisation of system settings and the personalisation of content
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being requested from various sources, to new features and functionalities that favor specific

interactive forms in e-mail and chat programs, debate fora, weblogs, instant messaging programs, as

well as the blending of old and new features. Furthermore, interactivity with the functional
architecture may be organized as a collaborative effort with different users contributing to the

development of different parts of the overall functional architecture. One example is the open
source movement, which can be considered a significant ‘agent of change’ by aiming to root the

functional architecture of the internet in principles of civil society.

The interactive potential further depends on the various access gateways to the internet. While
hook-up via desktop PCs is predominant in countries where the internet became widespread early

on, hook-up via cell phones offers other interactive possibilities, even if their screen size limits the
scope of interaction with regard to the formats and amounts of information. Finally, it should be

noted that interactivity may be realized in local, public spaces, also involving non-local users, as

utilized in, for instance, distance education.
Social interactivity on the internet, then, may assume the form of one-to-one, one-to-many, or

some-to-some communication. This last form is particularly characteristic of the internet, both as a

general feature (there are many groups of suppliers and readers of web pages) and through
specialized software sustaining communicative interactivity in open as well as closed groups – mail

groups, chat fora, discussion fora, online communities, weblogs, open file-exchange services, and
so forth. It is similarly characteristic that interactivity may occur both asynchronously and almost

synchronously. The asynchronous variants distinguish the internet from radio and television, the

almost synchronous variants from print media. And, the integration of the two variants as options in
one medium distinguishes the internet from all other media.

The interactive potential as a whole is part of the cultural grammar of the medium of the
internet. The integration of the several different forms of interactivity and the almost-synchronous

some-to-some variant are particular features of this medium, and they may contribute to the

development as well as consolidation of new patterns of communication, group formations, and
knowledge communities. Such cultural practices may also be associated with other media as

supplementary facilities, as in the case of websites associated with television programs (see
Walther, this volume).

However, it should be noted that even though the internet distinguishes itself from traditional

mass media by permitting both almost-simultaneous communication and interactivity over
distances, such interactivity can hardly be regarded as its most important new property. On the
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contrary, many applications depend for their success on the communicative interactivity with

suppliers and other users being limited to a minimum. Though the technology allows the user to

respond to the producer of any content, s/he will  not always have the time needed, and may not feel
the need to respond. The same limitation applies to hypertextual interactivity with content. In spite

of the unlimited access for users to link any bit sequence with any other bit sequence, hypertextual
linking remains much more central to navigating the content than to any modification of the content

as such.

The integration of communication and archive

The most decisive, unique property of the internet is not interactivity, then, but the integration of
high-speed communication with content archives. While the cultural significance of the PC is its

handling of knowledge, the significance of the internet is its coupling of knowledge and

communication, which occurs in every single utilization of the internet.
The world has known knowledge archives and knowledge media in the form of written – and

later printed – texts, books, libraries, and other archives since classical antiquity, and the world has

known media of electronic communication since the mid-nineteenth century. It is these two
functions which the internet almost completely interlaces. The internet, moreover, is not unique by

virtue of its global scope – texts, telephone, telegraph, and radio all have this characteristic. In
essence, the internet is a globally distributed, electronically integrated knowledge archive. It is

unique in integrating the speed of communication of electronic media with the potential for storage

and depth of knowledge characteristic of print media.
Even if the role of physical distance in restricting access to knowledge is open to discussion,

there is no doubt that the internet radically reduces its importance. In addition, the internet
potentially lowers the barriers to access by providing many prerequisites for utilizing the medium,

whether in the form of search engines, portals, FAQs, tutorials, or help facilities. One further

advantage of the internet is that users can themselves decide when to use the material (like books
and newspapers, unlike radio and television). And, the material is available everywhere on the

internet just moments after it has been published (like radio and TV, only on a global scope, but
unlike books and newspapers).

Many scholars, such as Paul Virilio (1988) and Manuel Castells (1996-98), have accentuated

speed as the central feature of digital communication, but speed itself, above all, concerns the time
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of technical transmission. Compared to the telephone, radio, and television, the internet does not

represent an increase in speed - only in the user’s access to the materials stored in the archive.

Speed is, of course, significant, both in synchronous communication and when accessing the
globally distributed reservoir of knowledge. New short formats have evolved, ranging from the

abbreviations employed by user groups in chat forums and SMS, to news summaries and other brief
information. At work here is a basic dynamics generating a multitude of innovative ways of

accessing and utilizing stored content in any form and length. (For a further analysis of speed in

digital communication, see Walther, this volume.) Furthermore, high-speed transmission, coupled
with the constant accessibility of the archive, means that the internet potentially decreases time

pressures by allowing users to decide on the time of access.
On the one hand, the internet is a medium for rapid communication. On the other hand, being

accessible 24 hours a day, it can lower the time pressure that is felt by individual users as well as

providing a new resource for collective memory over a long time period. This fundamental
interaction between speed of communication and an archival function is part of the cultural

grammar of the internet.

The multisemiotic potential

Because the internet inherits the multisemiotic potential of the computer, it is possible to navigate
the net through different semiotic interfaces (formal, textual, graphical, and so forth), and it is

possible to render content in any semiotic format. The internet, further, has highlighted this

multisemiotic potential as an element of public communication. Newspaper, films, and television
are, of course, multisemiotic media, but digital media offer a wider register, including many new

blends of static and dynamic forms of expression. Still, the multisemiotic potential is not used as
much as is often claimed. And, its cultural meaning is far from clear in research so far.

In his book on the language of new media, Lev Manovich claimed that this new language

joins the principles of the database and of the mobile film camera structuring time and narrativity
(Manovich, 2001: 87). With an emphasis on film, and supporting examples from television,

Manovich interprets digital media as extensions of the electronic visual media, further taking them
as evidence of the postmodern idea of the collapse of the printed text. It is, however, striking that

the characteristics of film which he identifies – scene changes, montage, breaks, and changes in

perspective – were remediated from literary texts. He goes on to note how the visual, pictorial
dimension of film disintegrates because of the special temporal dimension of the digital image.



63

According to Manovich, a new form of representation is at hand, but we do not yet have a term for

it.

The missing term is the ‘textualization of electronic communication.’ All digital
representations, including multisemiotic representations, are based on textual and temporally

realized representation in the binary alphabet (see further Finnemann, 1994/1999). Also the second
part of the equation – the concept of the database as a new form of knowledge – poses problems

because databases are associated with well-ordered, thoroughly classified archives. Digital materials

are not – they exist in a multiplicity of archival formats, and they are not captured by classification
on a semantic level, despite many efforts toward this end. Whatever standardisation accompanies

digitalization, applies to protocols, browsers, design conventions, and file formats – to the system of
expression, not the content. Regarding the third and final aspect of the language of digital media –

interactivity – Manovich emphasizes how this transgresses against the sender’s monopoly in film

and television. In his eagerness to oppose the printed text and language, however, he overlooks the
fact that both speech and texts are characterised precisely by the absence of a sender monopoly as

well as by the presence of a far-reaching interactive potential.

In summary, the multisemiotic potential of digital media should not be described in
paradigmatic and reductive terms, as attempted by Manovich. The digital format offers a far more

diverse set of possible combinations of the multisemiotic forms of expression. The multisemiotic
potential of digital media is more open to cultural selection than is the case for other media. So far,

there has been a strong cultural tendency to select text as the predominant semiotic form.

Manovich, to be sure, is not alone in seeing the computer and the internet as media for a new
‘regime of images’ (Boltz, 1993; Debray, 1994; Laurel, 1991; Ryan, 2001). In fact, the internet so

far has been dominated by text, with visual communication being used largely for illustrative
purposes and – through icons – as part of the structures of navigation. Sound has only been utilized

in a few areas, primarily sites devoted to radio, television, music, games, and arts. The absence, or

slow development, of multisemiotic features is sometimes seen as a result of relatively few
broadband connections. However, a recent study of European online newspapers showed that the

level of multisemiotic features is not higher in countries with a higher percentage of broadband
users. Indeed, the highest level of multisemiotic features was found in southern European countries,

which have a very low percentage of broadband connections (van der Wurff et al., forthcoming).

The findings reemphasize the point that the future formats of the internet, such as audio or video
streaming and other multisemiotic features, will be defined by the various cultures using the net.
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A medium for both public and private communication – and for the spaces in between

Access to the internet means access to communicating both privately and publicly. While it has
initiated a very far-reaching change in the conditions for public communication, it is doubtful

whether the internet favors certain social forces or types of organizations – network organizations,
as claimed by Castells, or new forms of electronic democracy, as noted by others. Even though,

historically, the internet is rooted in the western, well-educated middle classes, it is not only a

medium for ‘us.’ The internet lends itself to authorities, public institutions, civil society, and
individuals, including networks of one or more of these areas, and it can be used for all sorts of

democratic as well as undemocratic purposes.
Nevertheless, it is obvious that actors with sufficient financial resources will have the upper

hand because they are able to put these resources into content. The internet in itself cannot change

power relations. But the internet changes the conditions of communication for all – individuals,
civil society, companies, and authorities. Those who use the internet will have a communicative

advantage over those who do not.

Beyond public and private communication, the internet is also, and distinctively so, a medium
for many new intermediate forms. Previously, these forms existed only or primarily as more or less

open, local spaces for face-to-face communication – whether at the office, in the shop or the
marketplace, or in the meeting-room of the corporation or association. These are neither open,

public spaces in the sense that anyone may say what he or she wants, nor are they necessarily free in

the sense that anyone can gain access without membership or registration. Some of these spaces will
be closed, but many will be public in the sense that they are open to anyone with a legitimate

interest in entering. Spaces that used to be subject to temporal and spatial limitations – on location –
can now be mediated. One result is that physical restrictions on access can be replaced by symbolic

ports of entry. Another result of the constant intermingling of private and public spheres on the net

is witnessed in the content of personal home pages, weblogs, and chat fora - for example, in the
inclusion of biographical materials in political campaigns (see the article by Hansen, this volume).

The internet, thus, provides private spaces for public use; it also provides closed private spaces,
‘data havens’ for any kind of group, network, or organization.

The diffusion of the internet, as a result, contributes to changes in the structure of society, not

only its patterns of communication, but also the organisation of companies and institutions,
allowing for remote visitors and collaboration across distances. This development is still in an early
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and highly experimental phase. After the Gründer period around the end of the 1990s –  the dawn

of e-commerce in the shape of numerous new e-businesses, many of which have since disappeared

–  today, more established companies and institutions have begun to orient themselves toward the
potential of the internet and to reorganize accordingly. For good reason, this is especially true of the

travel industry but, increasingly, the development will apply to other business areas, as well, and to
public institutions, from museums and archives to customs and tax authorities – not to mention new

mediated forms of organizing criminal activities.

The spread of such new, more or less public, mediated spaces is facilitated by several
properties of internet communication: differentiated points of entry into all departments of an

organization (as with telephones), intranet link-up, round-the-clock access to archived information,
and an unrestricted public showroom. On the one hand, internet communication is acquiring

increased importance for the internal communication of companies and institutions. On the other

hand, these same organizations open themselves up to a round-the-clock public representation,
allowing stakeholders of all kinds to monitor them (see the article by Nielsen, this volume).

The internet has established a qualitatively new and widespread interface between public

spaces and private spaces. It has done so by wedging itself in between public space as traditionally
understood, everyday life in local contexts, and the various private spaces of companies,

institutions, and individuals.

The internet as a local, regional, national, and transnational medium

The internet today is the medium offering the widest possible access to expressing oneself in public.
Not only is it extending the individual’s interface with the world at large; it is also expanding users’

contact with their local communities. Indeed, in countries with a high proportion of users, the
internet has the potential to become the strongest local medium. This is true not just for politics and

business, but for all human affairs, everything we ordinarily talk to each other about, including

gossip. One may safely conclude that the internet has already become the medium offering the most
comprehensive, versatile, and accurate reflection of human existence in modern society.

It is more difficult to assess the specific significance of the internet for transnational
communication. No other medium facilitates transnational communication on the same scale, and

the internet has often been hailed as the medium finally breaking down national borders. But in

spite of such predictions and its evident potential, this aspect of the internet is not easily
documented. It is, of course, relatively easy to measure the amount of bits flowing around the
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world; much less is known about the content of the bits and the individual user’s behavior. The

available evidence suggests that the bulk of all internet communication still takes place within

existing linguistic and national boundaries (e.g., Liu et al., 2002; Halavais, 2000).
Though still far from exploited, the importance of the internet’s transnational potential is

growing. This is because the internet is able to accommodate various tendencies toward
globalization, including private individuals buying and selling across borders, for instance,

medicine, books, reports, software, music, and pornography. Transnational relations are enacted,

not by the internet, but by people using the internet to fulfill needs that previously may have been
beyond their reach. Some of these needs might not be considered legitimate, or they might be

legitimate in one country, but not in others. A number of countries offer internet services which
allow anybody to establish a data haven, thereby serving a function within the networks of global

finance that cannot be regulated by traditional national economic authorities (Deibert, 2002: 4-5). In

some cases, these same countries still maintain, or even strengthen, their own national regulation of
such activities.

The transnational potential of the internet must be regarded as a vital element of its cultural

grammar. Other implications concern the rule of law and political efforts at maintaining national
boundaries – for reasons of security, taxation, culture, as well as for the defense of existing national

systems of democracy. Simultaneously, various diasporic groups will utilize the transnational
potential of the internet to pursue their own, more or less subversive goals within a given nation.

Far from disappearing or becoming less significant, national borders are being reshaped and

redefined. National borders are not thin lines between two distinct areas, but multidimensional and
porous systems of law and culture, constantly accommodating both internal and external pressures

and flows. The internet provides new channels for these flows.

A medium for differentiated communication

The concept of convergence has held a key position in the understanding of the internet in recent
research. It has been used variously as a term for the technological integration of information

technologies and telecommunications (‘network convergence’), for the joining of several functions
in the same terminal (‘terminal convergence’), for the merging of corporations within these areas

(‘market convergence’), and for the ‘same’ content being provided via an array of media (‘service

convergence’). In addition, convergence has been used, in particular, to refer to the expected
merging of broadcast and digital television and to ‘new media’ broadly.
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An even more embracing list of the meanings of convergence, as given in Gordon (2003),

suggests that the term may only be a common point of departure for speaking about all sorts of

complex relationships. This could be addressed more fruitfully by speaking of differentiation. In
order to appear in several media, content has to be differentiated with respect to each. And in any

multi-media strategy, the need for differentiation is accentuated, because each of the media entering
into the strategy should be used to its particular advantage, as exemplified by television stations

linking a website with a given program (see Walther, this volume). When it comes to the

personalization of services, the creation of niches, and interactive features, it is further misleading
to speak of convergence, since the choice of medium, the types of interaction, and the times and

places of reception are all differentiated. The fact that boundaries may become blurred or variable,
does not mean that everything is converging – it means that both the supply and the uses of media

are becoming increasingly differentiated.

Particularly regarding the internet, there is much evidence that the very idea of convergence is
out of touch with ongoing developments. What ordinary users encounter, is an increasingly

differentiated array of customized digital media, with an ever-escalating number of different types

of terminals, and with a continual differentiation of available contents and services.
The notion of convergence has been linked, not least, to strategic considerations of how to

achieve predominance on a particular, converged media platform. The further aim would be to
transform this platform into a proprietary network, whether for commercial or political ends.

However, such strategies of convergence have encountered opposition, for one thing, from the third

main group of stakeholders alongside business and politics, namely, the multiple groups and
individuals of civil society. For another thing, convergence strategies seem incompatible with some

of the features distinguishing the internet from traditional electronic media. Whereas the potential of
the internet for differentiated communication has already been realized in multiple forms, an

important reason for regarding this potential as a key element in its cultural grammar is that the

internet allows for differentiation with respect to every conceivable property, as carried out by
suppliers and users of content alike. Suppliers – any supplier – may differentiate their content

according to particular target audiences; users may choose from this content according to their own
needs and interests. Even access to the internet, compared to other media, includes a broader

spectrum of individuals, groups, institutions, corporations, and authorities.

One further, perhaps even more important reason for emphasizing the differentiation of digital
media is that it appears consistent with a general tendency toward the professionalization and
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specialization of different services in society, including public services. To borrow Anthony

Giddens’ term, people are increasingly dependent on ‘expert systems’ (Giddens, 1991), and a

growing proportion of the population may be regarded as participants in one or more of these. As a
result, both the various expert systems themselves and their participants are faced with a greater

need for having access to a public sphere that is defined according to the specific domain of the
expert system in question. In the past, a distinction has been made between macro, meso, and micro

public spheres (Keane, 2000). By extension, one may now speak of an additional differentiation of

meso and macro public spheres, or even of a tendency toward restructuring the public sphere as
such. The classic, national public sphere (meso level) still has a key role to play, but it has come to

depend increasingly on other public spheres that are defined by specific issues and interests, some
of which may assume transnational forms (macro level).

It is true that the internet contributes to information overload by dramatically increasing

access to information resources for the public as a whole. It is equally true that the internet, given its
potential for differentiation, is itself an indispensable medium for handling a more complex public

sphere.

CONCLUSIONS

The categories that make up the cultural grammar of a given medium are rooted in its general biases
– its spatio-temporal, material, perceptual, semiotic, institutional, and knowledge-formatting

properties – while simultaneously traversing these biases. On the internet, interactivity, for example,

involves the full range of spatio-temporal biases: interactivity can be synchronous or asynchronous;
its scope is, in abstract terms, unlimited (throughout global space, back in time to archives, and

forward in time to other users); and, in historical terms, interactivity is rooted in the societal
institutionalisation of the internet – the globally distributed network – within which interactivity

may be realized on a transnational, national, regional, or local scale. Interactivity also varies on the

parameter of speed and in terms of the differentiation of the user groups participating in
communication.

The six parameters of cultural grammar help to identify the possible spectrum of social forms
implementing the internet as well as its likely future developments. At one end of the spectrum, one

finds the – familiar and feared – possibility of a proprietary internet, which – through economic or

political mechanisms – would reduce the potential for differentiated communication to a minimum.
The outcome might be a few-to-many internet, or a traditional, centrally controlled mass medium
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reducing the forms of interactivity that political and economic interests might deem critical. One

consideration in this scenario is the possibility of wide-ranging monitoring activities. The French

Minitel experiment of the 1980s was based on such a centrally organized supply model while, in the
US, early versions of AOL and subsequently Microsoft tried out commercial, proprietary forms of

the internet – to date all of them without success.
At the other end of the spectrum is a similarly widespread fear that the internet, because of its

unlimited possibilities, will be undermined by unrestrained differentiation that could result in low-

quality content and a breakdown of navigational structures. The internet might be drowned in its
own rumors, gossip, slander, illegal copying, and superfluous information.

These two extreme scenarios may be understood as expressions of more general cultural fears
that have also been voiced during previous historical periods regarding other media – they are not

media-specific. The internet does pose a special challenge, however, because unlike many other

media, the internet is not associated with a clearly identifiable, editorial criterion of validity – other
indicators must be introduced. The challenge is made even greater by the fact that, in this particular

medium, individual messages may lead to continuous changes in its functional architecture, thereby

changing the cultural significance of the internet.
Between the two extremes mentioned, a wide range of more relevant possibilities suggest

themselves. Both in the Nordic welfare states and in the US, which are two of the most internet-
saturated areas in the world, the use of the internet by civil society is an important explanation for

the diffusion of the internet, for the role of the internet in local contexts, and for the development of

highly differentiated forms of interactivity. This is in spite of the fact that these two types of society
are quite distinct with respect to state involvement – from the limited involvement of the US

government, to the Nordic welfare states playing a strategic role in many initiatives, including
support of civil-society activities, as well as being a dominant factor as a bulk purchaser of IT

products for the extensive public sector and as a supplier of public IT services (see further Castells

& Himanen, 2002; Finnemann, 2005).
From early on, the Internet developed as a global medium, and it was driven, in all western

societies, by interactions involving public institutions, commercial interests, as well as civil-society
organizations. By virtue of its cultural grammar, however, the internet will develop differently in

different cultural contexts, and it is possible already to identify nationally and other culturally

distinctive features. The uses of the internet as a local medium, for instance, and the various
differentiated forms of interactivity seem to require a well-educated middle class. In the Chinese-
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language part of the internet, moreover, interactivity is especially characteristic of more or less

oppositional debating environments which, moreover, tap the potential of the internet for contact

with Chinese groups outside China (Yang, 2002). (See also Nielsen, this volume, on cultural
differences of corporate websites, p. XX.)

The internet is part, finally, of an environment of several other media, which participate in
shaping the internet. Direct interaction and influence are taking place, for example, between the

internet and other news media. But, even though the internet plays an increasingly central role for

news coverage practically everywhere, it is far from clear that it will play the same role in all
countries, or that it is going to adopt similar formats and features in various news cultures, which

remain essentially national. The cultural influence of internet news will occur not just through the
selection or omission of particular items of information, but also through more or less innovative

uses of sources, formats, and channels. And, since the internet can integrate all other media, this

cultural grammar may be regarded as a prototype of the grammar of the current overall media
matrix, assigning other media to more specialized or differentiated functions.
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