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Part I

Rethinking Internet Studies?





1 Internationalizing Internet Studies
Beyond Anglophone Paradigms

Gerard Goggin and Mark McLelland

INTRODUCTION

In the Almond coffee shop in Roppongi, a popular haunt for teenagers in 
Tokyo, a group of young girls are chatting excitedly while playing with 
their keitai (mobile phones), taking and swapping photos, as well as down-
loading movie times and reviews and sending instant messages to absent 
friends advising them of the group’s current location. Suddenly, one girl 
asks the others to be quiet and listen to a new music track coming across 
the café’s FM radio system. This is the track she had mentioned to them 
earlier—what is it? Who is it by? No one seems to know. One girl takes her 
phone, points it in the direction of the music, and hits a menu button. The 
song’s artist and title is immediately displayed on her screen. “I told you 
it was a new track by Gackt,” she says excitedly, as she hits another menu 
button that takes her to a popular chaku-mero site where she can down-
load the song’s chorus as her new ring tone.

Meanwhile, half way around the globe in the Occupied Territories, a 
teenage Palestinian girl is sitting in an Internet center established by an 
international aid organization. She has heard from her parents and friends 
about the Internet and how it is the gateway to a whole world of oppor-
tunity and has come along to give it a try. However, after staring at the 
screen for a few minutes, she has no idea where to begin. A friendly visitor 
from the United States, who happens to be on the next machine, leans over 
to give her advice on how to set up an e-mail account. “Which language 
would you prefer, English or Arabic?” she inquires. “I can’t understand 
either,” replies the girl. “I can’t read at all.”

These two teenage girls live worlds, or even ages, apart. The term “digi-
tal divide” does not seem adequate to describe the chasm that separates 
their respective interactions with the world of communication technology. 
As Tawil-Souri (Chapter 3, this volume) points out, simply setting up Inter-
net facilities in disadvantaged areas of the globe does very little to empower 
local populations that lack the cultural and social capital to render such 
facilities intelligible and useful. In relation to new media, young Palestinian 
girls are extraordinarily disadvantaged.
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In the case of Japan, however, the teenage girls in question are the prod-
ucts of a society wherein they are not simply positioned as consumers of 
new technologies, but are part of a youth culture stretching back to the 
1980s that has driven these new technologies forward and given them their 
current shape. As Mizuko Ito points out, in Japan (and, to an extent, in 
other Asian societies) mobile communications technologies were not “con-
ceived by an elite and noncommercial technological priesthood and dis-
seminated to the masses,” but emerged out of Japanese consumers’ love of 
“gadget fetishism and technofashion,” and the market was driven, not by a 
business elite, but rather grew out of the existing pager culture of teenage 
Japanese girls.1 The agency of Japanese girls stretches beyond simple con-
sumer choice: as Manabe (Chapter 20, this volume) shows, the choices they 
make have actually altered the way in which the Japanese music industry is 
organized and how it develops and markets its products.

Obviously, these two very different stories make it necessary to under-
line the cultural specifi city of Internet technology, its design, functions, 
uses, and meanings—and to emphasize its role as “an artifact located in a 
specifi c national context.”2 Ito points out that technologies are not univer-
sal; rather, it is necessary to attend to “the heterogeneous co-constitution 
of technology across a transnational stage.”3 Contemporary world societ-
ies comprise very different “technoscapes” that differ markedly from US 
and European locations, and Internet studies need to attend to these local 
differences. One purpose of this collection is to add to the growing recog-
nition that communications technologies with a “global” reach also are 
situated in very local cultures of use.4

RETHINKING THE INTERNET AS INTERNATIONAL

From the mid-1990s onward, the Internet has shifted fundamentally from 
its coordinates in English-speaking countries, especially North America, 
to become an essential medium in a wide range of countries, cultures, and 
languages. According to 2007 statistics,5 the Chinese language is used by 
14.3 percent of all Internet users, followed by Spanish at 8 percent, and 
Japanese at 7.7 percent. At 29.5 percent and falling, the percentage of Eng-
lish-language users is now a minority in terms of overall online language 
use. Furthermore, at 123 million,6 China has the largest number of Internet 
users of any country other than the United States. Given China’s massive 
population and the rapid pace of its economic reforms, it can be anticipated 
that mainland China will soon be home to the largest number of Internet 
users of any country.

However, communications and media scholarship, especially in the 
Anglophone world, has not registered the deep ramifi cations of this shift 
in emphasis from English to non-English language users online or the chal-
lenges it poses to the concepts, methods, assumptions, and frameworks 
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used to study the Internet. Despite the fact that there is also a large body 
of work being produced by scholars in non-English-speaking cultures and 
locales, hardly any of this work is being translated, and it has had little 
impact on the theorization of the developing fi elds of Internet and cognate, 
if short-lived, fi elds such as web studies.

So far, there is no single monograph or edited collection that introduces 
and explores the implications of the fact that the Internet is an interna-
tional phenomenon. The most often used survey books—such as The Inter-
net in Everyday Life (2002), or the edited collections Web.Studies (2nd 
ed., 2004) and The Cybercultures Reader (2nd ed., 2007)7—contain some 
reference to the diffusion of the Internet globally, but do not focus upon 
or systematically chart what is now most salient and signifi cant about the 
Internet: its great cultural and linguistic variety, and the breadth and dif-
ference of its uses and applications. In these surveys, there are some useful 
studies and discussions of Internet use in non-Anglophone environments, 
but these observations remain peripheral to the bulk of research that focuses 
on research in English into English-language cyberspaces.

While there have been some earlier studies focusing on language use,8 
these investigations were undertaken when the Internet was still con-
centrated in wealthier, Western countries, and when the mobile Internet 
applications that became so popular in East Asia—or technologies such as 
blogs, wikis, podcasting, and so on—were unknown (and certainly not on 
the horizon of scholars, let alone users).9 Research into languages that do 
not utilize the Roman-based alphabet remains particularly lacking in the 
literature.10 Yet, as Gavrilovic (Chapter 10, this volume) points out, in the 
case of Serbian on the Internet the choice of script is both contentious and 
politicized. In the case of Chinese, too, there are two very different ways of 
writing characters that divide the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan 
and lead to encoding problems in cross-strait communication (See Martin’s 
and He’s chapters 18 and 19, respectively, this volume). Issues of orthog-
raphy (and the technical means to input, transmit, and display different 
scripts) thus have complex cultural, political, and historical dimensions for 
many languages.

Recently there has been both a growing sense of the multilingual nature 
of the Internet, and some important work grappling with this. Notably, 
there has been a special journal issue on the multilingual nature of the 
web and multimedia.11 Also, there is now an important collection looking 
at language and the Internet more broadly, Brenda Danet and Susan C. 
Herring’s The Multilingual Internet.12 However, the focus of both of these 
works is primarily sociolinguistic—and to a signifi cant extent, both are 
informed by the tradition of work surrounding the concept of computer-
mediated communication, a different starting point from our own work, 
which is guided by ideas about the Internet suggested by media and cultural 
studies and social studies of technology. Thus, our collection has a dif-
ferent focus: we have set out to bring together understandings of culture, 
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politics, community, use, and the social shaping of technology in order 
to suggest the profound implications of internationalization on how we 
approach the Internet.

There is a growing interest in Internet development in specifi c societies, 
with important studies from a number of countries and regions becoming 
available.13 However, there still remain a preponderance of studies about, 
or framed upon, Anglophone Internet experience, histories, and cultures, 
particularly that of North America. In the literature, generally, the United 
States is all too often taken as “the supposed vanguard of the information 
society,”14 and there has been little attempt to generate a discussion between 
scholars working on different language cultures or to develop modes of 
analysis that do not take Anglophone models as their starting point.15 
Indeed, commenting on the collection, Japanese Cybercultures, Gauntlett 
complains of the complacency of Western scholars, pointing out that:

we assume that people in other countries, using other languages, are 
probably doing things with Internet technology that are pretty similar 
to those applications that we are familiar with. This book shows how 
wrong that assumption is.16

Ito, too, complains of the Western-centric approach of most Anglophone 
researchers, noting that although Japanese researchers are well acquainted 
with Anglophone social science theory, “the reverse fl ow is relatively 
rare,” and as a consequence, studies of “the Internet” that rely solely upon 
Anglophone theory run the risk of being parochial at best.17 At worst, such 
accounts underpin notions of the Internet—as well as key assumptions 
that shape Internet studies—that generalize on the basis of quite particular 
experience. What might be recognized as specifi c experiences of Internet 
technologies, in particular their cultural developments and representations 
are taken as general.18 The strong version of this claim is borne out, for 
instance, in Paasonen’s (Chapter 2, this volume) genealogy of “cyberspace,” 
where she points out that this “defi ning” metaphor for the online environ-
ment has failed to gain currency in Finland.

In Western countries like the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Australia, Internet uptake was very rapid from the mid-1990s, since the 
penetration rate of personal computers (PCs) in these countries was already 
very high. In the United States, for instance, in the 1990s, a number of 
factors—including the prevalence and relative affordability of PCs and the 
generally advanced nature of the infrastructure and high bandwidth avail-
able—encouraged rapid development of particular forms of Internet cul-
tures that became highly visible both online and in the media. These early, 
largely US-based Internet cultures gave rise to certain ideas and ideologies 
that have been highly infl uential in how the Internet has been understood 
(one thinks of the role of theorists, such as Howard Rheingold or Wired 
magazine, for instance).19 Despite the ensuing critical interrogation of such 
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ideas of the Internet, especially their utopian and dystopian antinomies, 
conceptions about what the Internet signifi es that are rooted in patterns of 
development and use that are actually quite specifi c to US conditions still 
remain—but are not generally recognized as such.

For instance, a whole popular debate and critical literature on blogging 
quickly emerged, yet many of the assumptions and set-pieces in this—such 
as the discussion of the relation of mainstream news and journalism to 
blogging, or what blogging portends for public spheres and general cul-
ture—are deeply fashioned upon quite specifi c blogospheres, not least the 
North American.20 However, one of the most populated blogospheres is 
that of mainland China. Haiqing Yu points out that some 14.2 percent of 
China’s 123 million Internet users maintain a blog, and that many of these 
blogs are characterized not so much by “citizens’ resistance” but rather 
by a playful and “deliberate misuse and misinterpretation of mainstream 
ideology.”21 She suggests that Chinese bloggers enjoy the medium as a kind 
of “entertainment for entertainment purpose,” which confl icts with the 
orthodox party position of “education through entertainment.” Although 
Western journalists commonly regard these bloggers as being engaged in 
an adversarial relationship with state authorities, Yu suggests that the blog-
gers themselves do not regard their activities in such black and white terms. 
Rather, what is so pleasurable for bloggers, she suggests, is the potential 
that the medium offers for “moments of tactical and light-hearted resis-
tance.” South Korea also has a large and culturally distinct blogosphere. As 
Yoo (Chapter 14, this volume) points out:

Korean blogs function as a socialization tool rather than as a venue for 
social activism . . . blogs in Korea are used more for interaction with 
others and passing the time than grassroots journalism.

In Iran, too (see Chapter 13 this volume), blogging has proven popular 
among conservative fi gures, including political and especially religious 
leaders, to the extent that holy city of Qom has been dubbed the “IT Capi-
tal of Iran.”

Furthermore, as contributors to this volume powerfully demonstrate, 
those interested in the Internet have yet to recognize the existence of legions 
of bloggers in languages such as Persian, Arabic, Indonesian, Tamil, or 
Korean, or in multiethnic and multilingual nations such as Iran, India, or 
Sri Lanka (for discussions on several of these topics, see Chapters 12, 13, 
14, and 16, this volume). This is not to mention how bloggers are consti-
tuting and participating in new transnational public spheres across global 
faiths (Chapter 12, this volume) or sexual, linguistic, and cultural commu-
nities (Chapter 18, this volume).

To provide another example, when it comes to instant messaging, we 
may be aware of a number of studies and, indeed, ideas about this technol-
ogy (synonymous with Microsoft® Messenger, for instance) and associated 
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cultural practices, but what do we know about instant messaging in China, 
and the hugely popular software QQ (Chapter 17, this volume)? In the 
craze for social media and software, and buzz around Web 2.0, are our 
ideas of consumer-generated content and the new productive role of the 
user predetermined by particular discourses and cultures of use around 
Western social software, photo-sharing, and video-sharing sites (for which 
MySpace, fl ickr, and YouTube might be paradigmatic today)—or should we 
approach new versions of the Internet with the Korean Cyworld in mind?

THE INTERNET’S DIFFERENT HISTORIES

The process of the internationalization of the Internet makes some strik-
ing differences in how the Internet has taken shape in different countries, 
places, cultures, and societies much more prominent. For instance, in the 
West, access to the Internet began—and has largely remained—PC-based. 
However, in other countries, particularly China, Korea, and Japan (which 
now has one of the world’s highest populations of Internet users), PC pen-
etration was relatively low. This is to do with the specifi c orthography of 
character-based scripts. Japan and China never went through the same kind 
of offi ce automation phase characteristic of Western countries because it 
was very diffi cult to create simple machines, such as typewriters, to repro-
duce their scripts (Japanese uses about 2,000 characters in daily life; Chi-
nese over 10,000). The advent of PCs in the mid-1980s helped solve this 
problem, but there were considerable technical hurdles to overcome in devel-
oping a programming language that could handle so much data.22 Japanese, 
for instance, uses three different scripts (four if you include roman) and Chi-
nese can be written in two very different character styles—traditional (used 
in Taiwan, Hong Kong) and simplifi ed (used in PRC and Singapore).

Despite the global spread of the Internet, it is still strongly infl uenced by 
its history in the United States. The Internet was originally developed in 
the United States as a military communications platform and later devel-
oped into a mechanism for sharing research data among scientists. Then, it 
gradually developed into a communications tool for researchers at universi-
ties and other research facilities in general. The original programming lan-
guages relied on roman script, and the vast majority of early communication 
was conducted in English. The input and digital transmission of non-roman 
scripts was a signifi cant problem for programmers for many years. The situ-
ation greatly improved with the advent of Unicode.23 However, there is still 
the issue of the input device: even today, the QWERTY keyboard remains 
the main input system for most of the world’s different languages. The very 
architecture of the machine/human interface thus requires that users of dif-
ferent scripts familiarize themselves with roman type.

The historical dominance of English has resulted in numerous other 
problems for non-English users. Technical computer language, for instance, 
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because of the primacy of US companies such as IBM and Apple, has been 
developed in English. This leads to problems when computer interfaces are 
translated into other languages. Nokia, for instance, found it diffi cult to 
come up with a Hindi interface when marketing their mobile phones in 
India, noting that “the terms call divert, data, fax, call register, prepaid 
credit, incoming call alert, and infrared, don’t have good Hindi analogs.”24 
Also, research shows how general search engines, such as Google and 
AltaVista, which were developed using algorithms based on roman script, 
are comparatively less able to comprehend queries in non-roman scripts, 
particularly Chinese, since they cannot identify word segments (Chinese is 
written with no spaces between the characters). 25

However, the use of character-based scripts is not necessarily a handi-
cap—although characters take longer to input, they take up less display 
space. Thus it is possible to display more complex messages on a phone’s 
screen in Chinese characters than it is in roman script, making for a richer 
and more sophisticated short-messaging culture. In Chinese, for instance, 
popular fi ction can be downloaded and read on the small screen. These 
issues of reshaping technology to allow for use of diverse non-roman scripts 
and languages, especially those of substantial customer “segments” in the 
prized “emerging” markets, are a key concern of leading technology com-
panies, many of which are now basing at least some of their research and 
development in these countries (notably China and India).

In Japan, where prior to the late 1990s, there was not a widespread cul-
ture of PC use, it was not desktop computers that were the most popular 
platform for Internet access, but rather a range of mobile devices—par-
ticularly mobile phones—which were Internet-enabled as early as 1999.26 
As Manabe (Chapter 20, this volume) describes, Japanese phone carri-
ers introduced 3G, which offers broadband Internet access over mobile 
phones, in 2001—three years before Verizon rolled out its 3G platform 
in the United States. As of March 2006, 3G accounted for 53 percent of 
all mobile subscribers in Japan. Likewise, polyphonic ringtones, or chaku-
mero as they are called in Japan, were released only three years ago in the 
United States, but had been developed by Japanese karaoke companies by 
1996 and were commonplace in Japan by 1999. Camera phones, too, were 
common throughout Japan by 2001, two years before they were fi rst mar-
keted in the United States. Hence, despite a slower start, Japan emerged as 
a leader in mobile Internet access and has much more sophisticated hard-
ware (and software) available than in Australia or even Europe and the 
United States, thus challenging the model that sees the United States as “the 
supposed vanguard of the information society.”27 As Eunice Yoon points 
out, “The iPhone is so yesterday in Asia.”28

Korea also came into the Internet age in a particular manner. Thanks to 
a range of factors, including Korea’s topography and population distribu-
tion (almost three-quarters of the population live in seven major cities that 
are dense with high-rise apartment complexes equipped with high-speed 
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Internet lines) and early government initiatives, Korea has been celebrated as 
one of the most broad-banded countries in the world. One of the commonly 
observed features of Korean Internet culture has been the café-like bangs, 
venues for sociability and online gaming.29 Another key aspect of Korean 
Internet culture is that the majority of the population own Internet-enabled 
mobile phones. Korean users are among the most proactive in the world in 
creating their own online web content. Particularly important is Cyworld’s 
“mini-hompy.” These are personalized web pages that can be easily updated 
with text, pictures, video, and sound. In Korea, it is normal for young peo-
ple to update their mini-hompys several times a day with news and images 
about whom they have met and what they are doing. Friends visit each other’s 
hompys to fi nd out what is going on (see Chapters 14 and 15, this volume). 
As work by Larissa Hjorth has shown, when Korean students move from 
their home environment—characterized by high levels of network bandwith 
and media convergence in order to study abroad—they are bewildered by 
the comparatively poor network services provided in supposedly advanced 
nations such as Australia that make it impossible to replicate their home 
Internet environment while overseas.30 Cases such as this must surely make 
us rethink the Internet as a truly “international” phenomenon.

Accessing the Internet via a small mobile device is going to be very dif-
ferent from accessing it via a PC—different hardware both enables and 
disables certain kinds of use and creates particular kinds of Internet expe-
riences. Similarly, the wider telecommunications environment of different 
societies (such as Korea and Australia), which is determined as much by 
population densities and natural topography as by government policies and 
strategies, has an enormous impact on the kinds of electronic cultures that 
develop around the Internet.

Therefore, when thinking about “the Internet” it is important to remem-
ber that we are dealing with a range of different histories and experiences, 
and that we should not generalize based on “our” use of the Internet to that 
of other people, even other people in our own communities. It is not really 
possible to talk about “the Internet” as if it were a single phenomenon or 
has a simple history.

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERNET STUDIES

One of the important contributions of Internet studies as a fi eld has been the 
recognition of the Internet as a diverse assemblage of technologies, applica-
tions, and cultural practices. Against the tendency to black-box the Internet, 
to see it still infused with the impulse of early encounters and scholarship 
as something unifi ed in its forms, Internet studies has contributed insights. 
In particular, that while there certainly are things that can be said about 
the Internet as a whole, it is crucial to come to grips with the very different 
sorts of communicative structures and cultures of use that characterize, 
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say, email lists, as opposed to web-based chat or instant messaging. There-
fore we see the important work that is undertaken to describe, analyze, 
and theorize particular Internet forms, and how users are arranged, publics 
and audiences are created, and relations of consumption and production 
are reconfi gured. What are the types and genres of blogs, for instance? 
What are the effects and politics of different collaborative software, such 
as Wikis? Here we see exploration of the various particular “cultures” of 
the Internet that contribute to a broader, ongoing assessment of questions 
relating to the Internet and culture at more general levels.

We think this kind of nuanced approach to studying the Internet has 
yielded much. What we think is now imperative, and we hope is indicated in 
this collection, is the need to take this work further still by recognizing the 
very different shaping of “big” and “little” cultures of the Internet in par-
ticular contexts—and by reformulating general assumptions and concepts of 
the Internet informed by knowledge of these diverse international Internets.

The fi eld of Internet studies has probably not been helped in this task 
by some of the infl uential ways that the Internet was imagined during its 
rise to prominence in the 1990s. We are thinking here of the preoccupation 
with theorizing the Internet as a singular cyber “space,” as “virtual,” or 
as “deterritorialized” and “borderless.” Surprisingly, perhaps, the Internet 
was imagined as the eminent global technology, yet its actual international 
instantiations were not being realized. There is a fascinating revisionist 
account yet to be written of the history of these concepts of the Internet. 
With this in mind, it is instructive to contrast the fi eld of Internet studies 
with that of mobile phone studies. The study of the mobile phone really 
emerged in earnest in the 2000s, whereas the fi eld of Internet studies was 
already taking shape in various forms in the mid-1990s. There is something 
quite striking about the themes, concepts, and methods of mobile studies 
and their focus on, say, mobiles and communication, the social implica-
tions of mobiles, place and mobiles, mobiles and the body, and mobiles and 
fashion.31 To be sure, mobile studies draw more heavily from, say, sociol-
ogy and ethnography, than Internet studies has done (at least initially). 
Also, the mobile phone itself, while permitting communication and interac-
tion among people who are widely dispersed, has also been associated with 
the intimate and personal, and the irruption of this into the public. Deixis 
here has been a salient theme in mobiles—with one of the most common 
utterances of the user being, “where are you now?” While still dominated 
by researchers, organizations, and institutions from wealthier countries, 
especially Europe, mobile studies does have a strong, if still quite incom-
plete, recognition of the international development of the mobile.

Such critiques of Internet studies have been made from a range of perspec-
tives, many of which we have found infl uential. Cultural movements of the 
Internet itself have often been the most effective and prompt resources for 
alternative conceptions, as, for instance, in the phenomenon Geert Lovink 
theorizes as “critical Internet cultures.”32 Important work on race and the 
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Internet, for instance, has called attention to the social and political con-
stitution of the Internet and its colonizing and oppressive logics, and how 
this either excludes or overlooks signifi cant groups of users.33 Debates on 
access, use, and representation fi gured under the North American rubric of 
“digital divide” also raised questions about what the Internet was assumed 
to be. Then the growing social and civil society movements around control 
for the Internet and telecommunications infrastructures, codes, and cul-
tures, that coalesced around fl ashpoints such as “information superhigh-
way” debates, domain-name regulation, and then the grandly-titled World 
Summit of the Information Society (WSIS; see Goggin [Chapter 4], this 
volume), eventually saw actors in other parts of the world than the United 
States and Europe fi gure into the defi nition of the Internet. Other accounts 
of the shaping of the Internet are increasingly being contributed from other 
literatures and disciplines, such as the fi eld of development and Informa-
tion and Communication Technologies.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Despite the rapid development of the Internet as a multilingual environ-
ment, English is likely to remain the most infl uential online language, even 
as the percentage of traffi c in English continues to diminish relative to newly 
emergent languages such as Chinese and Spanish. The power of English is, 
after all, apparent in the architecture of the Internet: uniform resource loca-
tors and domain names are still technically rooted in roman script,34 the 
QWERTY keyboard remains the main human/machine interface for many 
languages, coding problems remain for the transfer and display of non-
roman scripts, and existing search engines work best for English-language 
queries. Furthermore, a disproportionate amount of the world’s informa-
tion is stored in English: a glance at the number of articles in Wikipedia, 
for instance, shows that at 1.7 million, there are more than three times as 
many entries in English as there are in German, which has the second larg-
est number.35 However, despite the clear importance of attending to the 
Internet’s Anglophone origins, in this introduction we have been arguing 
that it is necessary for Internet studies to take greater account of develop-
ments in the non-Anglophone world and to qualify the conception of the 
Internet as a “global” technology with increased recognition of its very 
local histories and cultures of use.36

There are signs that this broader perspective is increasingly being taken 
up both on the conference circuit and in the number of collections and 
individual papers being published that focus on non-Anglophone cultural 
spheres.37 International meetings, such as the 2005 International Confer-
ence on Mobile Communication and Asian Modernities38 in Hong Kong 
and the Internationalizing Internet Studies39 workshop held as part of the 
Association of Internet Researchers Annual Conference in Australia in 
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2006, proved valuable forums for promoting discussion among researchers 
working on a range of non-Anglophone Internet environments.

At these events, concern was expressed regarding the ongoing dominance 
of US-based research within the developing fi eld of Internet studies. When 
viewed from outside, the mainstream of North American Internet studies 
can appear rather self-involved, with its unquestioned assumption that the 
most interesting and most important sites for Internet analysis are US-based 
(or at least English-language based). This is underlined by the fact that the 
general surveys and collections designed to give an overview of “cybercul-
ture” or Internet studies discussed earlier tend only to include a few selec-
tions of work from outside the Anglophone world, giving the impression 
that this work is tagged on rather than central to the way in which these 
overviews have been conceived. Given that the world’s most richly funded 
research institutions, the most infl uential university presses, and the biggest 
market for English-language publications in the humanities and social sci-
ences are all located within a single nation, this US-centrism has real impli-
cations for those working outside this Anglophone “center.”40

Indeed, many Internet researchers working “outside” the Anglophone 
world sometimes fi nd it a challenge to publish their work because US-based 
publishers presume that the market for such work will be limited since 
the majority readership (that is, within the United States) will be unfa-
miliar with the material and unlikely to set it as course material. These 
“Anglo-American gatekeepers” are also generally only likely to respond 
to publications that “address intellectual questions of interest to them and 
their colleagues,” although these questions might be quite peripheral to the 
interests of the author and his or her regional readership.41 All too often, 
“articles that do not have traction with Anglo-American scholars” are 
rejected by major publishers.42

It is also very diffi cult to convince publishers to go to the “extra expense” 
of typesetting non-roman scripts since they consider this information redun-
dant to most Anglophone readers, despite the fact that Chinese characters, 
for instance, are intelligible across the cultural spheres of China, Japan, 
and Korea. There is a lack of recognition that English is a second language 
for many of the world’s most highly educated people (who are likely readers 
of such academic texts) and that monolingualism is a characteristic only of 
native English-speaking academics.

Moreover, those working on non-Anglophone Internet cultures, particu-
larly those in Asia, have reported diffi culties in receiving useful feedback 
on work submitted to mainstream Anglophone journals. Not only does 
such work seem to take longer to review, but given the very small num-
ber of people working in English on Japanese, Chinese, and particularly 
Korean Internet cultures, it can be very diffi cult to locate peer reviewers 
with the necessary background. All too often, reviewers with general (read 
Anglophone) expertise are chosen and are not always best placed to give 
constructive feedback. The US-dominated academic and publishing system 
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necessarily results in a highly uneven distribution of scholarly and cultural 
capital, since media studies scholars from Helsinki to Tokyo who wish to 
gain an international audience for their work have no choice but to acquire 
an understanding of the way in which Internet studies is framed in the 
Anglophone world. Yet, reverse fl ows of infl uence from the “margins” to 
the “center” seldom take place.

It is possible for media studies scholars working in English (both as the 
language of research as well as publication) to build successful careers while 
remaining almost completely ignorant of the global diversity of non-Western 
(and also non-American Western) Internet cultures and histories. We still live 
in a scholarly environment in which North American Internet cultures and 
theoretical paradigms are often presumed to be primary and general, while 
non-American cultures, both Western and non-Western, are framed as par-
ticular and secondary. We hope that an increase in conferences, workshops, 
edited collections, and other projects will enable transnational dialogues that 
challenge the current theoretical primacy of Anglophone theory and experi-
ence, but equally importantly begin to build cross-linkages among emerging 
media studies researchers who work within and on non-Anglophone cultures 
from all over the world. Clearly this volume has affi liations with broader work 
in cultural and media studies that also seeks to acknowledge and refl ect upon 
the international nature of contemporary global developments.43 The collec-
tion presented here, arising from just such a workshop entitled “International-
izing Internet Studies,” is offered as a step in this direction.
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2 What Cyberspace?
Traveling Concepts in 
Internet Research

Susanna Paasonen

The fi gure of cyberspace, fi rst introduced by cyberpunk author William Gibson 
in his 1982 short story Burning Chrome (or, depending on the interpretation, 
his 1984 novel, Neuromancer), was soon adapted to describe the communica-
tive and experiential possibilities of the Internet. More than a medium, the 
Internet of the early 1990s was seen to open up a space, an alternative reality, 
or a society of the mind invested with novel possibilities of networking and 
exchange.1 While cyberspace made its way to, and established its position in, 
discourses both popular and academic in English-speaking countries—North 
America in particular—the term did not gain similar transparency elsewhere. 
In my native country of Finland, cyberspace translations and various “cyber” 
prefi xes were used up until the mid-1990s, but the term has since become 
somewhat anachronistic and is infrequently used. Consequently, “cyberculture 
studies” require conceptual analysis and contextualization when discussed in 
the Finnish university classroom. In such moments of translation and refl ec-
tion, research terminology loses its transparency: being made strange by local 
terminology, it is reframed as specifi c, limited, and even problematic.

Derived from cybernetics—the study of communications and control in 
machines and organic systems—cyberspace is examplary of how terminology 
travels across national and disciplinary boundaries, crossing different genres 
and contexts of writing and publishing in the process. As terms travel, they are 
reworked, debated, and redefi ned. Drawing on Mieke Bal’s work on traveling 
concepts, this chapter investigates the travels and meanings of cyberspace as 
a research concept, as well as the kinds of shifts that have occurred during 
its voyages from casual use to research practices and back again.2 Using the 
Finnish context as a point of departure and comparison, the chapter investi-
gates the applicability of Anglo-American conceptualizations and the kinds of 
Internets that they give rise to.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Ways of making new media familiar depend on the chosen terminology, 
metaphors, and associations through which the possibilities and meanings 
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of the medium are envisioned and depicted. While some of these framings 
are soon forgotten, others become part of the general lexicon. To use one 
example, as mobile phones (then bulky and hardly entirely portable) were 
fi rst introduced in Finland in the 1980s, they were referred to not only as 
“travel phones” (matkapuhelin)—a term still in general use—but also as 
“shoe phones” (kenkäpuhelin), in reference to the fantastic telecommunica-
tion technologies employed by the 1960s TV secret agent, Maxwell Smart. 
Whereas the English terms mobile phone and cell phone refer to mobility 
and telephone technology, the Finnish language favors pet names, such as 
känny and kännykkä (liberally translated as “little hand”), which were 
originally introduced by Nokia staff in reference to extensions of a child’s 
hand.3 Similar pet names are in use in various European languages—in 
German, mobile phones are also known as “little hands” (händchen) and in 
Italian as “little phones” (telefonino). These formulations point to ways in 
which communication technology has been appropriated and personalized 
in practices of everyday life.4

Naming new media is also a means to domesticate it, to make it famil-
iar. Terminologies applied contribute to certain understandings concerning 
the media in question and frame it in specifi c ways. The term Internet, 
“the network of networks,” refers to a wide range of different, historically 
specifi c technical solutions, innovations, and uses (and is therefore a highly 
contingent point of reference). The word “Internet” gradually came into use 
in the 1980s as an umbrella term for the various existing networks, applica-
tions, and their interconnections, and for the uses of the Transmission Con-
trol Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) protocol in particular.5 Perhaps 
due to the technical connotation of the Internet, various abbreviations and 
considerably more imaginative synonyms have been launched since the late 
1980s. In addition to nets, networks, and webs used to describe the operat-
ing principles of decentralized communication and information exchange, 
the Internet has been wrapped in various metaphorical terminologies, such 
as information superhighways, oceans of data, and cyberspace. Its uses 
again have been conceptualized through tropes of mobility and travel: one 
is said to “go” and “be” online, “visit” sites, “navigate”—and, especially in 
the 1990s—to “surf.” As Internet scholar Lisa Nakamura points out, Inter-
net use has been fi gured through a vocabulary of tourism, fun, adventure, 
and leisure.6 This terminology differs from the ways of discussing previ-
ous forms of “new media,” such as television, radio, or telephone. While 
all these media have been associated with the possibilities of overcoming 
and bridging geographical distance, ease of communication, and radical 
transformations in the availability of information, they have not—perhaps 
with the exception of the “ether” of early twentieth century radio ama-
teurs—been conceptualized as spaces in themselves.7

Spatial metaphors frame the uses and experiences of the Internet, as 
well as the medium itself, but with considerable lingual and cultural dif-
ferences. Cyberspace remains a general term in English and a key concept 
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of Internet research. Yet, this is not the case on an international level. The 
term has certainly been translated, as the European examples cyberrymd 
(Swedish), cyber espace (French), ciberespacio (Spanish), or Cyberraum 
(German) illustrate, but it is not synonymous with the Internet in research, 
journalism or quotidian discourses. As I discuss below in more detail, in 
the context of Finland, researchers writing in languages other than Eng-
lish do not routinely resort to cyberspace when conceptualizing Internet-
related phenomena.

Metaphors—both spatial and other—construct and shape the reality 
they describe: they are productive in a performative sense.8 Scholars partic-
ipate in giving shape to the Internet thorough their ways of describing the 
medium. Terms and metaphors are not neutral words used instrumentally 
or interchangeably for describing existing phenomena—and this is even 
less the case when these words are used as research concepts. Concepts 
“distort, unfi x, and infl ect” the object they represent while also providing a 
common language for discussions concerning it (Bal, Travelling Concepts, 
22). My argument, then, is not that the framings and terms discussed in 
this chapter are somehow false or inaccurate and should be replaced with 
better ones. Rather, my interests lay in investigating the implications and 
frames of reference of traveling concepts that are more or less faithful to 
their native regions.

SUPERHIGHWAYS AND FRONTIERS

Beginning in the early 1990s—and especially since the introduction of graphic 
web interfaces in 1993—the Internet was wrapped in various metaphors of 
manifest regional specifi city. The Vice President of the United States, Al 
Gore, launched the term information superhighway to describe the network-
ing possibilities of the Internet. The National Information Infrastructure ini-
tiative aimed to transform the lives of the American people and contribute 
to national economic growth.9 The information superhighway metaphor 
accentuated mobility through analogies to familiar forms of transport, and 
the creation of the national road network; like highways, the Internet would 
bind the continent in one network while eventually stretching across the 
globe and supporting democracy and welfare all over the world.10

Variations of the information superhighway metaphor have been applied 
internationally. The analogy of the Internet and open roads is recogniz-
able in such iconic representations as the front cover of Bill Gates’ 1996 
book The Road Ahead (also envisioning a networked world), which shows 
the Microsoft CEO dressed casually in black with his hands in his pock-
ets, standing on an open road with a fl at, and characteristically American, 
landscape stretching out behind him.

A popular term among politicians and businessmen alike, the information 
superhighway was certainly not the only Internet metaphor launched in the 
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early 1990s. The deeply American metaphor of the electronic frontier cre-
ated an analogy to the “Wild West.” The West’s fi rst settlers, also known as 
pioneers, headed out to the patches of land allocated to them, occupied land 
previously belonging to the native population, and lived without a set social 
structure—a state often translated as freedom. In American popular culture, 
the Western frontier is nothing short of a mythical national symbol of free-
dom, adventure, and possibility. As David Silver points out, texts written 
by activists, writers, and scholars in the early 1990s were heavy with refer-
ences to the “American pioneer spirit” and its revitalization online. Writers 
like John Perry Barlow, Howard Rheingold, and Douglas Rushkoff applied 
the frontier terminology when describing the pioneering users exploring the 
unknown borderlands of the Internet—as already suggested by the subtitle 
of Rheingold’s 1993 book on virtual communities, Homesteading on the 
Electronic Frontier (Silver, “Looking Backwards, Looking Forwards,” 21). 
The terminology of pioneers and frontiers creates analogies to past events, 
national mythology, and romanticized, selective narratives concerning them, 
while framing the Internet as a terrain of adventure, freedom, and commu-
nity independent of governmental regulation (Chun, Control and Freedom, 
51).11 In doing so, they also create hierarchies separating the explorers, pio-
neers, and early arrivals from newcomers.12

Considering the speed of modem connections in the early and mid-1990s, 
the experience of command lines, or the heavily textual feel of the fi rst 
browser interfaces, the analogue between Internet users and settlers on the 
Western frontier may have been feeble. Yet, the point of metaphors is not 
to refl ect the existing state of affairs inasmuch as it is to frame this state in 
a certain way. Information superhighways implying speed and global reach 
or frontiers connoting unlimited possibilities worked to fuel interest toward 
information networks among private users, companies, and governmental 
bodies alike, in line with the general Internet hype of the decade.

ENTER CYBERSPACE

John Perry Barlow—a former lyricist for The Grateful Dead, Internet con-
sultant, and lobbyist for freedom of speech online—has been exceptionally 
active in the production of Internet metaphors. In 1990, Barlow served 
as one of the founders of the Electronic Frontier Foundation and he also 
claims to have been the fi rst to apply the metaphor of cyberspace to the 
Internet—cyberspace being the most widespread and infl uential of 1990s 
metaphors used for fi guring the Internet. Cyberspace, as coined by Gibson, 
is a disembodied parallel reality reached via neural connections in which 
all the world’s data is stored. Dangerous yet fascinating, cyberspace enables 
fl ying and adventure: it is a novel frontier that Barlow associates with indi-
vidual freedom and expression. If the electronic frontier made use of a 
historical parallel, the metaphor of cyberspace was inspired by cyberpunk 
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fi ction—but with a necessarily no less explicit American emphasis. In his 
1996 “Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace,” Barlow emulated 
the US Declaration of Independence while arguing for the sovereignty of 
cyberspace: like Gore’s information superhighway, Barlow’s cyberspace 
was embedded in a fundamentally national rhetoric.

In the early 1990s, cyberspace was used to describe both virtual reality 
applications and the Internet, and the boundary between the two was also 
blurred in cinematic depictions of immersion in virtual environments, start-
ing with Disney’s Tron (1982), and continuing in motion pictures as varied as 
Lawnmover Man (1992), Lawnmover Man II: Beyond Cyberspace (1996), 
Hackers (1995), and the Matrix trilogy (1999–2003). Potential conceptual slip-
page did not impede on the use of cyberspace as a research concept in studies 
of so-called new media.13 Gibson’s fi ctions have been particularly inspirational 
in terms of Internet research and development: cyberspace has been interpreted 
as social theory, a vision of future technology worth striving toward, and even 
as a “self-fulfi lling prophecy” that will come into being as computers are con-
nected to the Internet (Shields, “Looking Backwards, Looking Forwards”, 67; 
cf. Chun, Control and Freedom, 42).14 Although cyberspace may not be the 
most fi tting term for describing the experiences of email, search engines, video 
downloads, or databases, it enjoys continuing popularity among scholars.

Cyberspace was established as a research concept in studies of new media 
largely dominated by North American voices and perspectives. Cyberspace is 
used to refer to the trans- and multilocal networks of online communication, 
the accessibility of data, and experiences thereof. It marks the differences 
between the Internet and previous media technologies, but equally denotes 
the virtual nature of contemporary media culture from television to simulated 
environments (Burrows, “Cyberspace as Social Theory”, 240).15 The notion 
of cyberspace both encapsulates and assumes the division of “online” and 
“offl ine” to the degree that the former becomes an alternative reality of sorts. 
This division has again worked to draw attention away from the contexts 
and conditions of Internet use while bringing to the forefront forms of online 
communication and interaction (and various kinds of online communities in 
particular). As artifi cial as the online/offl ine divide may be, it has been highly 
infl uential in the development of Internet research, methods of framing stud-
ies, and phrasing research questions.16 The appeal and infl uence of cyberspace 
terminology in the English-speaking academia is largely due to transparency 
it has gained through reiteration. In the course of reiteration, its links to dys-
topian cyberpunk fi ction and the declarations and manifestos of the early 
1990s have been loosened, and as cyberspace was established as a research 
term, its specifi cities and limitations were rendered less striking. The fi gure of 
cyberspace comes with a legacy that is, nevertheless, partly effaced as the term 
has been reapplied and appropriated as research concept. Given its extended 
use, the fi gure of cyberspace has had more considerable and enduring impact 
than those of the information superhighway or the electronic frontier. These 
have remained descriptions and labels rather than research concepts.
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Addressing the applicability of research concepts, Peter Hitchcock argues 
that their validity depends on whether they describe the phenomenon stud-
ied or whether they also have some explanatory power.17 The division of 
description and explanation is rather diffi cult to make with cyberspace, 
given that the concept works to frame and give shape to the object that 
it describes. Furthermore, cyberspace is partial as both a descriptive and 
explanatory concept. Since research concepts are preferably explicit, clear, 
and defi ned (Bal, Travelling Concepts, 22), the malleability of cyberspace 
debilitates its explanatory force. The term cyberspace has been used casu-
ally in literary and cinematic fi ction, gaming, advertising, journalism, and 
research. Due to such travels, it can be seen as exemplary of the confl ation of 
words, concepts, and labels, as discussed by Mieke Bal. According to Bal, the 
overlap of casual and theoretical language contributes to both “reluctance 
to discuss ‘meaning’ as an academic issue” and to the overextended use of 
concepts (Bal, Travelling Concepts, 26–27). Something of this kind seems 
to be at play with the notion of cyberspace. Cyberspace is a plastic concept, 
and because of its plasticity, it has limited descriptive force concerning the 
Internet. When used as labels in the sense of not explaining or specifying 
the phenomenon studied, but merely naming it, concepts “lose their work-
ing force; they are subject to fashion and quickly become meaningless” (Bal, 
Travelling Concepts, 23, 33). In both cases, the concept is deprived of its 
power of conceptualization. Cyberspace has possibly traveled a bit too much 
from one forum of discussion, writing, and publication to another and back, 
and become analytically ineffective in the process.

Cyberspace was fashionable and widely used as a label in the mid-1990s, 
a period that also saw an avalanche of other neologisms and cyber prefi xes, 
such as cybersociety, cyberlove, cybersex, and cybergeneration. Meanwhile, 
teen fashions paraded cyber styles and logos on T-shirts, pants, bags, and 
hairdos. Cybercultural imaginations entered mainstream popular culture, 
while scholars weaved cyberpunk visions and promises of forthcoming 
technology together with cultural theory, often in highly speculative ways 
(Mäkelä, “Virtuaalitodellisuus,” 147). Cyber terminology was central to 
the popularization of the Internet and helped to frame the medium as excit-
ing, novel, and techno-futuristic, with support from contemporary print 
and screen fi ction (Chun, Control and Freedom, 37). At the same time, 
the Internet was made familiar to the general public on the policy level. 
Information society discourses of the 1990s may have had techno-futuris-
tic tones, but they were still a far cry from the cyberspace visions circulated 
in journalism and studies of new media alike.

INFORMATION INTENSITY: THE CASE OF FINLAND

Finland was not an early adopter of the Internet. International network con-
nections were established from the United States to other NATO countries in 


