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Preserving Internet Democracy

In many ways, the internet is a greater embodiment of democratic principles than any previous institution. Although not inherently democratic, the model for internet access has structured the internet into a democratic medium ​that encourages open participation. All bandwidth, the medium for sending and receiving data packets between users and content providers, are treated equally by internet service providers (ISPs), leveling the playing field for all internet users. Since this method of internet access directly contributes to other democratic characteristics of the internet, distortion of data or differentiated treatment of data threatens to alter the ‘democratic’ internet and ultimately discourage its open, participatory environment. 

The internet was built on TCP/IP data packet technology which “routes packets on a first-come, first-served basis” allowing all users ‘equal’ access to receiving and sending content over the internet (Yoo, 2006). The model assumes that a “maximally useful public information network aspires to treat all content, sites, and platforms equally” and has since been termed net neutrality (Wu, 2003). The net neutrality principle prevents the prioritization of any information packets  on the assumption that a non-discriminatory network is most beneficial to society. 


Two key principles of democracy characterize the internet: equal access to power and freedom of expression (“Democracy,” 2009). All users, from content providers like Google to individual users, access the internet by paying flat rates to ISPs for unlimited bandwidth at a specified maximum download / upload speed. All data packets sent or received are processed on a first-come, first-served basis, thus equalizing the potential influence of individual entities on the internet. Every website whether it is a personal blog, a newspaper, or an online retailer, is processed equally fast or equally slow with loading time proportionate to the size of the website content. In addition, the absence of regulation facilitates freedom of expression at a new level online. Section 230 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 granted internet providers and hosting services immunity from being responsible for published content (Benjamin & Shelanski, 2006). This has spurred online debate on controversial topics and websites that facilitate anonymous discussion, also enabling new levels of freedom of expression. 

This system coupled with the unlimited bandwidth access model grew the demand for high speed internet quickly while enabling individuals, small businesses, and non-profits to also become content providers or website operators. Websites require a low barrier of entry (cost of creating a website) and a low cost of sustaining content (as low as free hosting) while traditional media such as broadcasting and radio are capital-intensive industries to enter. 

Furthermore, the smaller players now had a means of competing with corporate giants by leveraging social capital against economic capital in the internet marketplace. Their ability to offer interesting content produced communities that were rich in social capital which could then be translated into economic gains or other intangible gains. Social capital is “the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual or social unit. Social capital thus comprises both the network and the assets that may be mobilized through that network” (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998, p. 243). In translation, social capital, the resources inherent in communities and relationships, have been harnessed and leveraged by small entities to compete and even overtake corporate giants. 

Some of today’s most widely recognized brands or stories began as garage businesses or individual posts and owe the democratic marketplace of the internet for their successes. For example, Google achieved international popularity through their superior ability to help individuals find relevant websites and individuals responded. The founders turned their garage start-up into one of the most profitable, innovative companies in the world, knocking out the incumbent, Yahoo, in the process. PostSecret, launched in 2005, became a phenomenon that encourages people with ‘secrets’ to share with others. This prominent blog now commands museum exhibits, four published books, and an international readership that has demanded launches in four other languages. The Sidekick Saga, a tale featured in Clay Shirky’s Here Comes Everybody, suddenly became a top story on Digg and an overnight sensation going as far as to get media and police attention, recover a phone, and land a job. These are examples of how the equal access to the internet, a medium for content delivery, has allowed small entities with ‘interesting’ content to achieve success by vying for social capital. 


Although these stories are great and illustrate how equal access to the internet has produced successes for the underdog, stories may become less frequent with large businesses and individuals rich in social capital learning to get around the system. While such practices and proposals are relatively new, given time they will accumulate to disrupt the current state of the internet and drastically change its structure at the cost of the ‘smaller’ users – individuals, small businesses, and non-profits.  

Corporate giants are finding ways to translate their financial power into superior access to avoid the “first come, first served” basis of the internet while maintaining the façade of net neutrality. For example, Google, now a corporate giant, invests in services such as caching which brings information closer to the user, hence decreasing loading time and indirectly instituting content prioritization. A large market for such action has formed with businesses that offer caching services to smaller companies. As more businesses invest in these services, entities that are unable to will experience slower loading time and eventually, reduced readership.
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ISPs, experiencing over capacity due to the trend of greater usage of high-bandwidth internet capabilities, such as file sharing and video-on-demand services, have experienced a strain on the unlimited bandwidth model. Some ISPs have blatantly abandoned net neutrality to evaluate content and slow down data-intensive users to maintain a standard of service for general users. Others ISPs are proposing creating a two-tiered internet with a ‘fast lane’ and a ‘slow lane,’ and selling access to the ‘fast lane’ to corporate giants to offset the costs of high activity. This would allow corporations to offset their lack of social capital with economic power and disrupt one of the key principles of internet democracy – equal access. 

In 2007, Comcast admitted to have been slowing down high bandwidth services such as file sharing by using packet inspection technologies that allowed them to see into the activity of their internet subscribers. Although they were forced to stop, it translated into massive losses for the VoIP providers (Hart, 2007). Now they are under attack for targeting VoIP providers (voice over internet protocol) that compete with their own services. Although Comcast used packet inspection technologies to slow file sharing and possibly VoIP, with a two-tiered internet, they would be used to target websites with low readership (societal demand), in translation slowing access to new businesses, individual blogs, small community groups, etc. Although the sites would still be accessible, it would have the effect of slowly turning users to turn to corporate sites that could then offer substitute content at faster viewing rates. 

Digg, the popular online tool which allows users to share and vote on what things they find most interesting, recently ran into issues because they offered a channel for unequal access to power. They featured a “Top Diggers List” that allowed certain individuals to have more influence over the website content than other users. They were forced to eliminate it in 2007 to discourage individuals who were found manipulating the system for personal gain (Rose, 2007). The verdict? The unequal power, when translated to a larger scale could have devastating effects on the internet’s participatory landscape and encourage individuals to hurt others’ freedom of expression while on their quest for power.

On the technical side, a violation of net neutrality would slow internet access for small content providers which would range from individuals to small businesses. Although all users and content providers would still be encouraged to express themselves freely, fewer individuals would be heard because the speed at which their voice is carried has been reduced. This would violate the current democratic, participatory qualities of the internet that has given rise to the rapid growth of online communities and social technologies. These communities, though rich in social capital, would suffer by their inability to turn social capital into economic gains or other intangible gains. Individuals in society, therefore, have the most to lose with a change in the structure of information access. Preserving net neutrality is not only an issue about bandwidth access but a fight to preserve internet democracy.
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