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The Social Implications of Networked Communications, including how the Internet affects society in terms of communication, amassment of media, and the development of virtual communities.  Also, the impact of the Internet on globalization, and the need for regulation of the Internet as well as new social responsibilities.  
It is difficult to correctly situate the significance of networked communications in society today.  The social implications of the Internet are staggering.  50 years ago, if I wanted to play a game of poker with someone from Oslo, we would have to be in the same physical location, with a real deck of cards.  Today, I can play poker with that same person by connecting our two computers through the Internet, with no need to obtain a passport.  A more significant example would be making a copy of a database of clients and moving it to a new branch of a bank.  With the advent of networked communications, all branches of a 

bank can access one database, at the headquarters of the bank.
There are several social impacts of the Internet that can be categorized.  Firstly, the Internet has changed the ways and methods in which we as a people communicate.  Secondly, the Internet has affected the collection of multimedia of modern culture.  Additionally, the impact of networked communications has led to the development of a virtual community on the Internet.  Networked communications also have a significant impact in the area of globalization.  Finally, all aspects of the Internet lead to new forms of social responsibility in this age of information.  
There have been a few modern inventions over the past few centuries that have greatly affected patterns in society.  The printing press, the railroad system, and the telephone were all considered neutral technologies at their inceptions, but led to significant changes in society, such as mass migrations of people, shifts in the power of countries and businesses, and set turning points in the course of history.  Looking back now, society can see the changes that were made, it can see how those inventions affected history. 
  The Internet, still young, is widely considered to be another significant modern invention that will shape the course of history.  Its full impact is not yet known, since it has yet to stop growing.  Figure 1 shows just how big the Internet has grown.  At its public inception, in 1994, there were very few domains.  In January of this year, the domain count reached close to 300,000,000 hosts. 

There has been extensive research on the social impact of networked communications.  Many associations that do research in computer science now have a significant portion of their work devoted to the Internet and society.  Two such associations are the Computing Research Association(CRA), and the Association for Computing Machinery(ACM).  The United States government has also done massive research on the possibilities of the Internet, as it was an invention of sorts of their own creation.  One area of their research has been what the Internet can offer to the people of the world.
There are a tremendous amount of applications that have been developed and are currently being used across the Internet.  A great number of these applications influence the way individuals communicate with each other, most fundamentally by virtually eliminating geographical boundaries.  Some early applications that were are released before 1972, and are still used today, include telnet, FTP, and e-mail.  
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Figure 1
These first applications that allowed computer users to remotely control computers, transfer files to and from other computers, and send messages attached with files, were the first step to massive communication across the Internet.  The first real-time interactive applications included newsgroups through USENET, which acted as a virtual bulletin board, and multi-user dungeons(MUDs), which were text-based environments where you could seek out and converse with other individuals.  The next progression found its way in the form of Internet relay chat(IRC).  With IRC, all you needed was a computer and an Internet connection, and you could find someone online from any corner of the globe.  Previous to these developments, communication between far distances required a telephone or a postal service.  Communication applications across the Internet vastly changed the way in which people communicate with one another, both locally and globally.
These applications that are available online can mimic several aspects of conventional communication, and most of the time, can do them faster than their conventional counterparts.  Contacting another individual, for example, used to require either calling them on the phone or sending a letter in the mail.  Although the telephone is still commonly used, the postal service is now emulated by e-mail.  You can receive television broadcasts over the Internet, where before, you had to purchase a television and a cable service.  You can do research from your home computer using online encyclopedias, and not having to drive to the library.  Recipes can be found on various websites, with no need to consult cookbooks.  Communication networks have made these and so many other leisure and social activities so much easier.  The arrival of so many new forms of communication led to the potential for the amassment of media on the Internet.
  
Media of all forms can be found on the Internet today, mostly on the world wide web(WWW).  Most newspapers have website available from which you can read their daily articles.  Websites for entertainment often have video clips you can download.  Many bands that have yet to become famous often have free songs that you can download off their websites.  These are just a few of the examples of media that, once had to be searched for painstakingly, can now be found all in the same place with ease.  Although this is a social issue of convenience, it has much wider and much more important impact on other aspects of society.  We can see the first significant use of networked communications in politics by studying the 1996 United States Presidential Election.  In the campaigns prior to election day, both the Democratic and the Republican parties made extensive use of the Internet’s resources.  This election marked the first time that anyone announced their candidacy for the Presidency through a website on the WWW.  Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander did so in the early months of the Republican primary campaign.  
The Internet also allowed the candidates’ campaign teams to post position papers and other information about their candidate online, get feedback on advertisements, and communicate data and files directly to and from the candidates in the field, through e-mail and video conferencing.  The WWW also provided a massive source of information about the candidates to appease the torrent of public interest and desires for platform descriptions.  

The most impressive development of that election took shape in the form of a variety of private and media-based WebPages, the biggest of which was PoliticsNow, developed by The National Journal, the Washington Post, and ABC News.  The website provided up-to-the-minute coverage of a number of campaign events, provided a massive database of political campaigns, and hosted a giant library of political documents submitted by columnists, pollsters, journalists, and other writers.  It contained a public repository of information that was unprecedented in the history of the presidential elections.  Although this example demonstrates the possibilities of the amassment of media on the Internet, it is a small example of social change caused by networked communications.
  
With the advent of the Internet, an interesting new social structure has developed, one that has only begun to be studied.  It is that of a virtual community, or a community not based on face to face associations but through computer-mediated communication, such as e-mail, chat-rooms, and online gaming.  

There are two aspects of community that needed to be defined.  Social capital is “features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.”  Civic engagement is “people’s connections with the life of their community.”  From these definitions, it might become apparent that defining any kind of virtual community would not be without controversy.  Some argue that any virtual community is a pseudo-community, or a metaphor of a community, simply because it does not contain the face to face attribute of a conventional community.  

There are two distinguishable types of virtual communities.  There are physically based virtual communities, or ones that simply add electronic extensions to an actual physical community.  An example would be a town that puts information on the Internet about town hall meetings, school information, and library information.  The second type of virtual community is based on shared interest.  This second type is not bounded by geography, and some examples include online bulletin boards, e-mail listserv programs, and Internet chat-rooms.  This second type embodies the qualifications of civic engagement of a community, as members participate in common and shared topics.
  
A very important impact of IRC as it relates to virtual communities is that it allows for a deconstruction of social boundaries.  Using IRC, or any of the other more recent kinds of instant messaging programs, you can appear to be whoever or whatever you wish.  Along that same line, users can use their virtual identities to engage in acts and behaviors that would normally be considered unacceptable in a real community, such as disinhibition of a user’s attitudes, and promote their resentment of individuals or groups based on a prejudice.
  “IRC users can share a sense of community and commonality, but they can also exhibit alienation and hostility.”


Measuring the effect of virtual communities on social capital and civic engagement in a real community is a difficult task.  It would be safe in assuming that physically based virtual communities would increase both social capital and civic engagement of the users, as they would ideally be more involved in their community, with the potential to meet the same people through both the virtual community and the real one, as well as form new bonds with new people that live in their real community.  Geographically unbound, shared interest based virtual networks have the potential to decrease social capital along the same token.  These virtual communities might have their biggest impact in bringing together all the peoples in the world, through globalization.

Networked communications facilitate, more than any other invention in history, the expansion of globalization, and the idea of a global village.  The Internet increases connectivity, content, and capacity, all on an international level.  All three of those attributes combined make it possible for a global village to come into being.  
The Sustainable Development Networking Program(SDNP) was created to establish and develop working computer networks in developing countries, to allow them better access to the Internet, and to the Internet’s capabilities.  There are various other organizations with the same goal, including the International Development Research Centre for empowering sub-Saharan African communities, the InterAmerican Development Bank, and the Volunteers in Technical Assistance.
When introducing such a massively informative medium such as the Internet to parts of developing nations, the potential for apathy towards the immense amount of content available to individuals is high.  With this in mind, organizations such as the Global System for Sustainable Development(GSSD) work to establish a framework for new users of the Internet to use it as an effective tool of education.  For example, The GSSD provides an interface on the WWW to better inform users of topics that will better educate them in the areas of environmental conditions and maintenance of said framework.  Other organizations that perform similar services include TogetherNet, the E7 Network, and Helio International.

Co-capacity building is the concept that the infrastructure of a computer network is built along with the energy and communication services to support it.  Not only does this provide an impoverished area with the ability to connect to the world, it also helps to build a better energy system.  
Networked communications increase connectivity, which leads to information sharing, and outreaching to developing parts of the world.  They also improve content by sustaining a WWW interface to organize information that most relevantly relates to the development of impoverished areas.  Networked communications also build capacity, which supplies remote areas with more energy resources along with the increased connectivity and improved content.
The key to globalization is sustainable development.  All the aforementioned communication initiatives lead to sustainable network developments.  With better communication abilities, better access to information, and a better infrastructure to support it all, developing nations will be better equipped to eliminate poverty and bring their people into the modern world.  Additionally, the more access that individuals have around the globe to the Internet will lead us to a global village, a world where geographical boundaries will be meaningless.

Cultural imperialism, or the idea that the more powerful nations in the world will inadvertently dictate the direction of culture through the use of technology.  “A largely one-directional flow of information from core to periphery represents the reality of power.”
  The powerful nation-states that have the most control over the Internet provide those who are just beginning to discover networked communications with a plethora of information.  Although the most powerful controlling one aspect of cultural evolution may not be a good thing, it will and has influenced the outcome of globalization.  Globalization, along with the other impacts of society caused by the Internet, has led to the need for new social responsibilities on the half of its users.
All the impacts of communication networks can lead to a retro-active impact on society.  That is, the Internet provides all these new precedents in communication and multimedia, but it also produces new social responsibility for members of society.  There are a number of issues to consider, including privacy and confidentiality, accessibility to technology, property and ownership rights, and freedom of speech. 

Some privacy issues that have risen in recent years include Microsoft being criticized for including a personal identifier in it’s Windows 98 operating system, US Bancorp signing a $3 million settlement for selling personal information to a direct marketer, and DoubleClick coming under criticism for intending to merge its consumers Web surfing database with its consumers mail-order-catalog database.  All of these incidents reflect the need for increased confidentiality and the need for consumer consent for disclosure of personal information.  Consumers might not even entrust a purchase in a business if they believe that the business can maintain online privacy.  “If an individual is unsure as to the process followed by an online business is protecting personal information or the business process used, say, in order fulfillment, the consumer is not going to trust the nature of the transaction and the integrity of the operations.”
  Concerns of this nature have resulted in companies and products that specialize in protection from computer crime and maintaining of consumer privacy.  

Computer technology has become so ingrown into society, that accessibility to technology can now influence the divisions between classes in society, and can widen the gap between have and have-nots, both on a national and an international scale.  Research in 2001 by Janice Burn and Karen Loch suggests that in the wealthiest nations, there are 31,046 Internet users per million persons versus 9 per million persons in the poorest nations.  An example that shows an opposite trend, that of the Internet closing the wealth/poverty divide, is that of a paradigm of technology diffusion is being developed in Egypt currently that encompasses education, training, infrastructure, and information technology.  So far, the program is gaining widespread acceptance.  Accessibility to technology is one aspect that might greatly affect society in the near future.  

Property and ownership rights in today’s information age lead to one very significant issue, software piracy.  The Internet is the only reason why software piracy has become so enormous.  The Software and Information Industry Alliance(SIIA) has consistently pressed for more legislation and enforcement of anti-piracy laws.  Some argue that “existence of pirated software is actually beneficial to software developers since it draws people into the software market and also is a means to distribute “free” copies to potential customers.”  Either good or bad, communication networks have affected business and society through online piracy.  

Freedom of speech has always been a major issue in the history of the United States, and the Internet brings with it a large new chapter to the tale.  In 1996 there was a Communication Decency Act going through national legislation that was caused by the desire to regulate or criminalize the transmission of obscene and indecent material over the Internet.  It was ultimately defeated on grounds that it violated the First Amendment.  Obscene and indecent websites are also joined by hate speeches, online stalking and terrorist organizations, all of which have a significant presence on the Internet.  Because of this, society now has access to multiple new viewpoints on issues, but also has access to a great deal of “bad speech.”


Freedom of speech versus censorship is probably the most important aspect of social responsibility of networked communications.  One incident in 1995 involved a German court ordering CompuServe, an Internet service provider, to ban over two hundred Usenet newsgroups.  CompuServe protested, stating that it was impossible to monitor the extensive amount of the incoming documents that were posted on Usenet newsgroups everyday.  Another incident involved The British police instructing all Internet service providers in Great Britain to ban over a hundred online newsgroups because they contained pornographic material.  

Most countries have opted to amend their current obscenity laws and regulations to cover online material.  However, these kinds of negative regulations often result in the countries’ governments realizing that they cannot, in fact, regulate online communication and content distribution.  The Internet is simply too vast.  

At the turn of the century, the European Commission, seeing the inability of individual nations to regulate online material, attempted to come up with a set of international regulations that ideally would be more viable than the individual nations’ efforts.  A large part of their recommendations involved self-regulation, which would not cause unconditional international blanket laws, and would offer local solutions stemming from small organizations.  Self-regulation involves local groups and initiatives whose aim is to regulate online transmissions on a local level, and regulate by example.  This kind of regulation has its own drawbacks, however, in that it carries potential to be censoring on a local level, which can sometimes be more dangerous than widespread censorship.
  
As stated previously, we will not know the full extent of the impact of the Internet on society for some time.  As hinted several times throughout this paper, the Internet can have a number of both positive and negative effects on society.  

It would be easy to be optimistic about the future of networked communications, as they have positively affected so many aspects of society already.  The use of the Internet is growing, the number of home computers per capita is growing, and the abilities of the Internet are also growing.  Although personal use of communication networks has skyrocketed, political and business sectors still can use a lot of the Internet’s potential to their own benefit.  In the mid 1990’s, the governments of Great Britain and the Netherlands both set up programs to both make aware the functionality of the Internet to the public, as well as get the population more involved in the government by means of the Internet.  

Likewise, large businesses, such as The Boeing Company and Ford Motor Company, are making extensive use of extranets to improve their customer service and other external communications.  They are also using intranets to better organize interior communications and database work.
  


Also on the optimistic side, the current trends of forming virtual communities and the expansion of globalization will continue along with all other growth factors of the Internet.  The Internet will become one of the most important tools in forming a global village.


As the Internet provides chance for vast opportunities to the benefit of mankind, it also holds the potential to lead humanity into uncertain and uncomfortable directions.  There are worries that the Internet, sometimes seen as an “eroding medium”
, will cause a loss in the participation of regular social activities in favor of fabricated, virtual ones.  There is even some speculation that the ‘network logic’ inherent to the Internet will manifest itself into real society, creating a new dynamic by which society will run, ultimately resulting in ‘generic labor’, the rise of tribes and cultural communes based on network logic, and massive social exclusion.
  Additionally, it’s possible that the Internet will also serve to further divide the haves and have-nots, which will result in technology assisted apartheid.  Per capita income is 52 times greater in developed countries than less developed countries, a gap that has been growing for 120 years.
  It’s entirely possible that the Internet will keep that divide, and possibly even expand it.

The Internet is indeed capable of influencing society in ways that we might not yet imagine.  It has already changed the way people can communicate with one another, it has developed into a giant repository of information and media, and it has given birth to a new kind of societal exchange, the virtual community.  All of these societal changes lead to the advancement of globalization, as well as new methods of regulation, both of online material and the uses of it.  Those of us living today are witnessing how a technology can truly affect the course of the future.
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