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Netizenship and Internet Rights

The Internet has increasingly become an important area for civil society. With over 200 million users worldwide, the Internet provides a unique public sphere where decisions that shape people’s lives can still be freely debated and considered. The space is also being used to build global communities that are able to challenge the power of corporations, bureaucracies and governments in this era of globalisation The contemporary world is characterized by the development of technologies that have given rise to highly competitive knowledge-based societies and economies.  In these economies, information and communication industries are the new monopolies. 

The last decade of this century marked the shift to a global information economy characterized by the dominance of giant media and communication transnational corporations that are able dictate the production of information worldwide. This new economic power bloc includes the worldwide information technology and electronics industry centred on computers and communications. At the heart of the fundamental technological change in communications is the movement to digital systems, which translate all forms of information and expression into the universal language of computing.  This technological convergence has fuelled the merger of publishing industries, the telephone businesses, the film and television industries, the music business and even cable networks and the growing information technology sector into multi-media behemoths. 

In this new structure, it has become more profitable to control raw cultural materials that move across the new digital landscape. Advanced technologies are transforming manufacturing companies from places of production to laboratories of ideas and knowledge. In the global information economy, knowledge is increasingly being used in the production of wealth.

By 2005 it is estimated that more than 1 billion people may be online. While traditional media continues to be dominated by more powerful political and economic interests, the Internet has allowed the voices of ordinary citizens and organisations lacking strong financial resources to be heard. The Internet offers possibilities for large numbers of individuals and organisations to greatly benefit from using the Internet for social campaigning and participatory democracy.

However, the Internet is also being increasingly threatened by commercialisation and government regulation. Interests seeking to develop the Internet for commercial purposes view users merely as consumers. Genuine concerns about problems such as child pornography and racism on the Internet are used as justification to try to introduce blanket legislation threatening free debate. Unless they are challenged, these developments could ultimately bring about dominance by the same interests that already exercise control over other media.

The challenge to keep the Internet from becoming completely commercialised, privatised and regulated, it is valuable to look back at the pioneering vision that has helped make the Net what it is today.

Netizenship: Citizenship on the Net

Michael F Hauben, Communications expert from Columbia University, who has written a number of articles on computers and their impact on our society, coined the word Netizen.  

According to Hauben, "Netizens are Net Citizens who utilize the Net from their home, workplace, school, library, etc. These people are among those who populate the Net, and make it a resource of human beings. These netizens participate to help make the Net both an intellectual and a social resource." 

Hauben’s originally researched the origins and development of the global discussion forum Usenet. In this research he says “usenet developed out of the desire of several graduate students in the United States to be part of a cooperative technological community across campuses. As campus connected to campus across state, across the nation, across the continent and then across continents, a global Usenet communication network emerged. People used Usenet because it is more powerful to be in a large community than in isolation. These principles emerged from the necessity of sharing knowledge to successfully implement new technology; at the time it was Unix. Much of the culture of open discussion and sharing of technical experience spilled over into the non-technical discussion groups. these basic principles were part of the evidence behind the discovery of Netizens.”

Netizens contribute to the development of the Net

According to Hauben, “Netizens are the people who actively contribute on-line towards the development of the Net. These people understand the value of collective work and the communal aspects of public communications. These are the people who actively discuss and debate topics in a constructive manner, who e-mail answers to people and provide help to

newcomers, who maintain FAQ files and other public information repositories, who maintain mailing lists, and so on.  These are people who discuss the nature and role of this new communications medium.” 

However, Hauben makes the point that, these are not all people. He characterizes Netizens as “…not just anyone who comes on-line, and they are especially not people who come on-line for isolated gain or profit.  They are not people who come to the Net thinking it is a service. Rather they are people who understand it takes effort and action on each and everyone’s part to make the Net a regenerative and vibrant community and resource. Netizens are people who decide to devote time and effort into making the Net, this new part of our world, a better place.”

Communicative and community aspects of computer networking

One of the pioneer in envisioning the value of the Internet in communications is a social scientist named J.C.R. Licklider, who applied his training to the question of technology. Licklider who led the United States Government’s Advanced Research Projects Agency [Information Processing Techniques Office] 27 years ago, envisioned the communicative and community aspects of the future of computer networking and established several principles:

1) Communication is defined as an interactive creative process.

2) Response times need to be short to make the "conversation" free and easy.  

3) Larger networks would form out of smaller regional networks.

4) Communities would form out of affinity and common interests.

Democratic structure of the net

The Net has grown precisely because it is under the control and power of the people at a bottom-level, and because these people have over the years made a point to make it something worthwhile. In the current Net structure, people have the ability to broadcast their observations or questions around the world and have other people respond.  The old model of central distribution of information and the top-down model of information being distributed by a few for mass-consumption is no longer the only News. 

Hauben further elaborates on the evolution of the Netizen. He states, “The Net allows for the meeting of minds to form and develop ideas. It brings people's thinking processes out of isolation and into the open. Every user of the Net gains the role of being special and useful. The fact that every user has his or her own opinions and interests adds to the general body of specialized knowledge on the Net. Each Netizen thus becomes a special resource valuable to the Net. Each user contributes to the whole intellectual and social value and possibilities of the Net.”

Universal access

The Internet's value depends on high connectivity. In the article he wrote with Robert Taylor, "The Computer as a Communication Device", Licklider argues that the Net’s impact upon society depends on how available the network is to the society as a whole. They claim that "For the society, the impact will be good or bad depending mainly on the question: Will `to be on line' be a privilege or a right?” Hauben answers this question by saying that “The enhancement of people's lives provides the incentive needed for providing access to all in society. Society will improve if net access is made available to people as a whole and these newcomers are introduced to the principles of Netizenship. Only if access is universal will the Net itself truly advance. The ubiquitous (ever-present/everywhere) connection is necessary for the Net to encompass all possible resources.”

A Global Movement for People's Voices in Media and Communication 

More recently, a movement to include voices of ordinary people around the world in shaping media and communication have also taken up ICTs. NGOs all over the world have long worked in the field of media and communication; creating and supporting community radio and access TV networks, bringing the Internet to civil society, using video for local development, attempting to influence media and communication policy, and through a variety of other means. Others have grown expert in the use of media and communication to pursue their development and empowerment strategies, whether through electronic networking, effective media influencing or media-based educational campaigns. 

The global movement for People's Voices in Media and Communication aims to unite civil society organisations that use media and communication networks in their work for social change. This movement affirms that, “In today's reality most people have neither the tools and skills to participate in social communication, nor a say in communication politics. All people are entitled to participate in communication and in making decisions about communication within and between societies.”

For some years now, NGOs such as World Association of Community Broadcasters (AMARC), Vidéazimut, Association for Progressive Communications and World Alliance Christian Communications have been building international organisations, to promote the media needs of civil society. At the same time, the Platform for Democratic Communication, People’s Communication Charter, MacBride Round Table and Cultural Environment Movement, are concerned from the outset with democratisation of the media domain. 

Civil Society and Internet Rights

“Lawrence Lessig, in his book “Code and other laws of cyberspace: How Will the Architecture of Cyberspace Change the Constitution”
, has pointed out that four things regulate the Internet: 

social norms (by expectation, encouragement, or embarrassment) 

architecture (what the technology permits, favours, dissuades, or prohibits) 

markets (by price and availability) 

laws (by government sanction and force) 

Until recently, it was the social norms of Internet communities, together with a very open architecture based on supporting these norms that regulated the Internet and was responsible for its free nature. However, the market, in the form of rapid commercialisation, and law from governments are now becoming the main forces of regulation. Together, these two forces are pressing for fundamental changes in legislation and in the architecture of the Internet that, unless countered, could cause it to “flip over” from a place of freedom to a place of control. It is in this context that the Association for Progressive Communications (APC)  is developing a strategy to ensure that the Internet remains a space for open and public debate.

APC’s 'Civil Society Internet Rights' Initiative has been launched to defend and extend the rights of those who use the Internet for social campaigning purposes. In its work for an open, affordable and accessible Internet, APC adopts an integrated approach to the variety of issues involved in this area access; cost; internet governance; ownership and control; freedom of expression and privacy.

APC members and partners developed an Internet Rights Charter at its APC Europe Internet Rights Workshop, held in Prague, from 18 to 21 February 2001. It draws on, themes associated with the "People's Communications Charter" and the statement of "A Global Movement for People's Voices in Media and Communication in the 21st Century". The charter includes goals concerning the right of people and organisations to use the Internet freely, particularly in their work for social, economic and environmental justice. While specific reference is made to the Internet, these principles are relevant to all other information and communication technologies. 

The Internet Rights Charter is still an evolving document that attempts to highlight some of the specific issues that individuals, civil society organisations, community media, and policy makers and regulators, need to consider in their efforts to protect the right to communicate freely via the Internet and realise its potential to create a better informed and just world. 

Other References:

Netizenship/ Internet and campaigning

http://www.netizenship.org/help.html
http://www.eff.org/
http://www.mosquitonet.com/~tnp/netizen.html
Campaigning and licensing

http://www.gn.apc.org/pmhp/ehippies/high-index.html
Internet rights 

http://www.gn.apc.org/action/index.html
http://www.gn.apc.org/action/csir/charter.html
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