
digital village

With the U.S. presidential
election upon us, it may be

useful to reflect on the political
future of cyberspace. An exciting
new technology like the World-
Wide Web is simply too much for
a politician to overlook. Attracted
to the hype like moths to flame,
politicians throughout the com-
puterized world seek to establish a
presence on the Web—in many
cases before they connect their
offices to the Internet.

There is nothing inherently
wrong with politics on the Web.
The Web, and other Internet
resources, are tools that may be
used to better connect the voter,
the politician, and the issues.
Nothing wrong there.

In fact, digital networks
could actually help
enlarge the

informed electorate. While most
of the requisite technologies have
been around for some time, they
have been largely ignored by
politicians. Email—a technological
staple of the federal (and most
progressive state’s) governments
for years—has heretofore been
used primarily as an internal com-
munication medium by politicians
and their staffs. Now that the citi-
zenry is going digital, the con-
stituent email will begin to flow
(and quickly produce an unex-
pected new source of information
overload for the unwary politi-
cians).

In any event, the Internet revo-
lution has the ability to change the
nature of political communi-

cation from

internal, organizational, and pri-
vate—as it is now—to external,
constituent-based and public. One-
way political pronouncements
might evolve into two-way political
dialogs. Democracy may never be
the same again. Perhaps.

Digital Propaganda
As happens with any emerging
technology, the technological
imperative is rearing its ugly head.
This imperative compels us to use
technologies for their own sake—
for no other reason than we know
how. The lure of the exciting and
new seems somehow more gratify-
ing than the time-honored, endur-
ing rewards of old.

So it is with politics on the
Web. After visiting a few

hundred politi-
cal Web sites,
the adjective
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“uninspired” comes to mind.
Political Web sites seem to fall in
the middle of the Web
content/quality continuum;
securely nested in what Howard
Rheingold calls the “document
phase” of the Web experience,
where the focus is primarily on
multimedia display to the exclu-
sion of interactivity. And even at
that, current political multimedia

leaves something to be desired.
But the growth of generic mul-

timedia is really not the problem
with the political part of cyber-
space. There is a real possibility
that the ever-pragmatic politicians
will follow the lead of the direct
marketers to use the digital net-
works primarily for electronic
junk mail and digital billboards.
Political staffers may soon narrow-
cast and broadcast their political
messages to the farthest reaches

of cyberspace. Of course, the use
of the networks as a mass-market-
ing tool is not only an under-
utilization of the technology, but
also a tremendous abuse of the
electorate. 

I see at least three potential
problems with the use of the Web
and the Internet as propaganda
vehicles, all of which could have
potentially serious social conse-
quences. 

The least harmful of these is

the additional proliferation, far
beyond the mandate of need and
good taste, of cyber junkmail. If
future political junkmail further
de-sensitizes us to the enormous
collective time hit that such
media take on us, society will only
be worse for the experience.

A far more onerous problem is
that over time politicking on the
net may actually further rectify
the information flow between
politician and the body politic.

That is, future cybernation could
easily evolve to the point where
canned, tailored responses can be
crafted for individuals and groups
of all stripes and sizes—with less
human intervention than com-
mon sense and good government
dictates. Such automation could
ultimately elevate spin-doctoring
to an art form as each ethnic and
socio-economic group hears their
customized, spun-doctored ver-
sion of the party line.

Third, there is the “noise fac-
tor.” Unlike Gallo wine, political
discourse, especially in the form
of speech and press release, tends
to get released before its time.
Try to recall memorable political
speeches. Stripped of the audible
and visual components, the actual
content of political speeches tend
not to, and for good reason,
reside long in the public mind. I
suspect that, for most of us, the
more memorable speeches were
committed to memory in gram-
mar school (except, perhaps, for
a few that might have been espe-
cially humorous or embarrassing
to the speaker). Any technology
that encourages more political
rhetoric for its own sake is likely
to work against the common
good. The health and well-being
of our political future lies with
dialog and not declamation.

Political rhetoric also doesn’t
seem to scale well. Unlike the
finely crafted poem or novel that
withstands analysis, and indeed
reveals insights and understand-
ings at a number of different lev-
els, political discourse tends to
degrade as it grows. The clever,
cogent sound bite more com-
monly begets confusion than
argumentative depth as it
expands. That may account for
much of the negativity in political
campaigns—it’s easier to produce
in quantity than compelling argu-
mentation. In any case, when it
comes to political talk, the incon-
trovertible sentence tends to grow
into the dubious and inconclusive
paragraph.

In addition to propagandizing
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Figure 1. The White House Homepage at  http://www.whitehouse.gov/.
Respectable but generic.



on the Web, a second potential
abuse is the invasion of privacy. As
anyone familiar with Web technol-
ogy may attest, the use of Com-
mon Gateway Interface (CGI) and
Server-Side Include (SSI) environ-
ment variables to determine and
catalog the user’s name, IP
address, email address, operating
system type, name and version of
browser, local time, and the URL
of the previously visited Web site
that links to the present site, is
easily accomplished. This informa-
tion may be effortlessly collected,
and shared between, a multitude
of databases and electronic mail-
ing lists. While it certainly seems
within the sphere of the Web’s de
facto standards of fair use to keep
track of this information to help
improve Web services, I’m not
sure that many Web users would
agree fair use entails using this
information for political purposes.
But it can be done easily, and
probably will be.

So it is far from obvious this
increased political connectivity
will necessarily be in the public
interest. The price society will
have to exert to avoid intrusive
abuses such as those mentioned
will be perpetual vigilance.

Electioneering on the Web 
At this writing, politicians and
political organizations have yet to
take advantage of the interactive
and participatory capabilities of
the Web. Most political sites are
passive repositories of staid media
with an occasional interactive
form. The Clinton/Gore White
House and Dole for President
Web pages are illustrative of the
more polished political cyber-
spheres.

Befitting a sitting president,
the White House cybersphere is
fairly rich in content. In addition
to the traditional political fare of
white papers, speeches, policy
statements, lists of accomplish-
ments categorized by affected
state, and so forth, there are use-
ful public-domain resources: por-
trait galleries of former presidents

with attached biographies, guides
to federal services and resources,
an annotated Declaration of Inde-
pendence, and a collection of
White House documents, to name
a few. Sitting presidents can con-
sole the nation in times of grief,
open olympic games, keynote
meetings, and fill cyberspheres
with government resources. The
advantages of incumbency will
apply to cyberspace as they do in
other aspects of political life.

From a technical point of view,
the White House homepage

appears respectable, though
generic. The splash page has the
pro forma gratuitous Java applet
to which so many of us succumb
nowadays. In this case the applet
presents dual, unfurled American
flags undulating in the virtual dig-
ital breeze alongside a tasteful
color photo of the White House,
set in relief (see Figure 1). In
addition, CGI scripting changes
the welcome from “good morn-
ing” to “good afternoon” to “good
evening” (unfortunately, only at the
correct time of day for those in
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EST) and updates the White House
photo with appropriate shadowing
and light. Like the Dole cyber-
sphere, however, there is no advan-
tage taken of the later Netscape
extensions, frames and plug-ins.

To illustrate there are still
many slips twixt cup and lip in
the Web development game, until
very recently the White House
homepage restricted audio offer-
ings to Sun AU files used primarily
on Unix workstations. According
to the Fourth Web Survey, this
amounted to only 6.8% of Web
audience. WAV would seem to be
the more reasonable format given
that 61.5% of the Web clients
seem to be running Windows. A
recent expansion of offerings
includes Real Audio, but still no
WAV. The administration doesn’t
seem to understand that most of
the hoi polloi won’t go to the
trouble to install a new audio
player in their Web browser’s
launchpad just to hear the presi-
dent reflect on Bosnia. 

The Dole for President cyber-
sphere attempts to achieve much
the same effect as the White
House, but through a linear inter-
face (see Figure 2). Sensitized
icons along the left side of the
homepage offer the same range
of information as the White
House. However, where the White
House can offer indexes to White
House and federal documents,
candidate Dole is limited to offer-
ing Dole trivia quizzes and a pot-
pourri of Dole for ’96 screen
savers. The campaign advantages
for presidents with easy access to
government resources are made
especially obvious in cyberspace.

Technically, the Dole home-
page is about as mainstream as
that of the White House. The dif-
ferences are that Java script
(Dole) substitutes for Java applets
(WH) and lip service is paid to
HTML 2.0 compliance as different
cyberspheres are offered accord-
ing to whether the user hosts a
Netscape 2.x-compatible Web
browser (not in WH). Our inspec-
tion didn’t reveal any support of
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frames, applets, plug-ins, or any of
the recent technological exten-
sions supported by Netscape.

The Case for Optimism
The central concern I have for
future use of the digital networks
for political end is that it will
become a cheaper and more effi-
cient means of propagandizing
via direct email supplemented
with occasional dynamic Web doc-
uments and interactive forms. 

However, there is the possibility
that politicians will eventually
come to understand that the
potential of the Web resides in
interactivity and in the possibility
of greater individual participation
in the political process. There are
several opportunities in this regard
which shouldn’t be overlooked.

Digitizing the Political Memory 
Digital connectivity, through Web-
like protocols, may provide the
electorate with unparalleled politi-
cal accountability. Modern net-
work databases, indexing tools,
and search engines could pene-
trate politics and government to
the point where every congres-
sional vote can be cross-indexed by
topic, theme, political party, out-
come and elected official. Just
imagine—voting records on
demand, in real time and cross-
indexed. Patterns of poor or self-
serving judgment might actually
be discernible before crises
develop. The public might have
the opportunity to react to the
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Figure 3. The ACM Student Webbie
Prize Digital Ballot Box.  Votes cast
here are authenticated and tallied
on the server. When the election is
over, the outcome is automatically
posted and available for public view.

Figure 2. The Dole for President
Homepage at  http://www.
dole96.com.  Equally respectable,
equally generic. Content would
improve immensely if Dole had the
same range of government media
resources to work with as the 
president.



digital village

pork barrel, the log roll, paired
voting, and patronage appoint-
ments before they became fait
accompli. Political malingering
and double speak could be identi-
fied as such. It would become
almost impossible for politicians to
enjoy the anonymity that a forget-
ful electorate permits. 

There would emerge a political
memory that will be unfailing over
time, unforgiving of concealment,
and intolerant of deception. Politi-
cians might become more circum-
spect when they realize each one of
their constituents could have per-
fect digital recall through the Web. 

While it would be naive to
assume that many citizens would
actively use the digital network
resources to monitor political per-
formance, that wouldn’t be neces-
sary. The accountability would be

achieved through the increased
scope and depth of reporting by
the fourth estate. As the Water-
gate experience revealed, the diffi-
culty in exposing abuses of
government are not due so much
to the absence of information, but
rather to the difficulty journalists
have in collecting, integrating and
assessing diffuse information from
variegated sources in a timely fash-
ion. It has taken 20 years for jour-
nalists to assemble a relatively
complete story of Watergate on
which the surviving principals
seem in agreement. Political
accountability and journalistic effi-
ciency are wed in this regard.

Animating Political 
Communication
Modern network technology
allows us to have group conversa-
tions where political ideas and
notions can be exposed, rebutted,

revised, refuted and rejoined to
any desired degree. An enormous
opportunity for high-fidelity deci-
sion making awaits the politicians
and political organizations who
can figure out how to harness this
interactivity without drowning in
it. However, this won’t just hap-
pen automatically because there
is precious little wheat amidst the
group-speak chaff. Success in this
area will require both consider-
able technical skill and a signifi-
cant investment of time and
money, but the rewards could be
revolutionizing.

Lacking the technical sophisti-
cation to take advantage of the
technology, we predict most
politicians will only pay lip service
to this level of interactivity.

Participatory Democracy
The weakness of modern participa-
tory democracy is that it isn’t very
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communities will figure into digi-
tal politics. Our observations are
neutral in this regard. We are
looking at the digital politics
through the lens of technological
capability as it augments a tradi-
tional political process. There is
another perspective that derives
from the study of society and
online social movements. Studies
into the nature of online interper-
sonal and group relationships, and
the degree to which these relation-
ships are sustainable in cyberspace,
are also relevant but beyond our
ability to assess. For answers to
these and other pressing problems
we must ultimately turn to sociol-
ogy and psychology.
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rent political problems, it will also
spawn new ones. This is the
inevitable price we pay for tech-
nological advance. As the automo-
bile contributed to the
homogeneity of nations, it also
facilitated the growth of the sub-
urbs and the eventual decay of
the inner cities. The great chal-
lenge before society is to ensure
new problems are easier to deal
with than the old.

Digital politics may also con-
tribute to the balkanization of the
electorate. The ease by means of
which electronic communities may
form would actually tend to encour-
age this since geographical con-
straints are absent in cyberspace. As
these “digital enclaves” spawn, new
strategies will have to be developed
to nurture consensus.

It also remains to be seen
whether, or to what extent, virtual

participatory. Active participation
requires time, energy, commit-
ment and, most of all, the belief
that the participation is likely to
have some beneficial outcome.
This last point must not be over-
looked as now nearly half of U.S.
citizens fail to vote in national
elections for they believe they have
little to gain or lose in the out-
come. Over time participatory
democracy has degenerated into
rule-by-influential-minority. But it
doesn’t have to be that way, and
the Web can help reverse the
trend because it can eliminate
many of the obstacles between the
citizen and participation in the
political process. The social costs
of participating in digital democ-
racy are low.

Digitizing the Electoral Process
Not to be overlooked is the
extreme ease with which digital
balloting may be implemented on
the Web. Santayana’s dictum
about learning from past mistakes
is relevant here, lest the phrase
“digital election fraud” enter our
vocabulary. Western democracies
have begun, just in the latter part
of this century, to achieve a high
degree of integrity in the voting
process. Our challenge will be to
see if we can port this over to the
networks without problem
through programs and proce-
dures that will ensure voting
remains untraceable under
authentication. 

Accomplished from home or
office, such “no pain” voting is cer-
tain to have a major impact on both
the political and electoral processes.

Incidentally, the ACM actu-
ally uses a primitive form of a
digital ballot box (see Figure 3)
in conducting the nomination
and voting for the annual Stu-
dent Webbie Prize for student
achievement in cyberspace
(http://www.acm.org/webbie/). 

Not a Panacea
Of course the digitization of poli-
tics will not be a panacea. It will
not just reduce or eliminate cur-
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