Citizen Power and the Internet
Hercules Bantas
A Reluctant Geek Academic Guide
Published by The Reluctant Geek
Smashwords Edition
Melbourne, Australia
Copyright Hercules Bantas 2010
Citizen Power and the Internet
Power as a Capacity - Steven Lukes
Power as a Right - Barry Hindess
CMC and Negative Predictions for Citizen Power
CMC Forums and Technological Determinism
Castells and Citizen Power
Conclusions
Author's Note
The rapid adoption of communication technologies, like the Internet, in democratic public spheres has raised the question of whether these new technologies have had a positive or a negative effect upon democratic citizenship. This article length guide uses Steven Lukes' three-dimensional analysis of power to examine arguments of technological determinism that cast a negative light on the technology, and Castells' positive analysis of mass self-communication. Look out for other Reluctant Geek guides including Jürgen Habermas and Deliberative Democracy, John Rawls and Deliberative Democracy, John Dryzek and Deliberative Democracy, Deliberative Democracy Basics, Deliberative Democracy Essentials, Ricoeur's Hermeneutic Arc and the Internet, and The Propaganda Model and the Internet. All of which are available through Smashwords, and all good ebooks vendors.
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Citizen Power and the Internet
Computer mediated communication (CMC) systems, such as the Internet, have changed the way that citizens in democratic societies communicate with one another and with the institutions of their government. The question is, are these changes to communication technology a positive or negative development for democratic citizenship? Because politics is fundamentally about power, the best way to answer this question is to test how CMC has affected citizen power. To this end, I will use Lukes' (1974, 2005) three-dimensional analysis of power as a base point for the discussion as well as a fourth dimension provided by Hindess (1996), to test two arguments on how CMC has affected citizen in democratic societies. The first argument, based on technological determinism, contends that the rapid growth in communication technologies has robbed citizens of choice. However, Web 2.0 technologies coupled with the way that citizens have been adapting CMC to suit themselves strongly suggest otherwise. The second is Castells' argument that CMC systems better equip citizens to resist power through mass self-communication in networked societies. The discussion will begin with an analysis of Lukes and Hindess' arguments on power, before examining the arguments of technical determinism and Castells' networked societies.
Power as a Capacity – Steven Lukes
In his influential book, Power: A Radical View, Steven Lukes defines three dimensions of political power. Each of the dimensions is concerned with the relationship between the wielder of power and the person or people subjected to that power, and they try to explain how the wielder of power manipulates the subject of power in order to make the subject behave as the wielder wants. The one-dimensional view of power, associated with pluralist thinkers such as Dahl, focuses on direct conflict between actors. Lukes argues that the one-dimensional view is necessary (but not sufficient) to decide who does and does not have power (Lukes, 2005, p. 19). Decision-making is at the heart of identifying one-dimensional power. This limits the political agenda to areas where conflict is overt and observable. In one-dimensional power, actor A and actor B are in conflict, actor A decides on a course of action, and actor B complies with the decision. An example of this is when a police officer stands in the middle of a road and diverts the traffic. The motorists obey and deviate from the route they otherwise would have taken but for the police officer’s actions.
Lukes derives two-dimensional power from a critique by Bachrach and Baratz of one-dimensional power, in which a decision made by actor A is followed by actor B. In their critique, Bachrach and Baratz reject the need for decision making in order to analyse power (2005, p. 21). Following their lead, Lukes argues that, in power relationships between actors A and B, coercion is at work when B complies with the wishes of A because of a threat of deprivation. A exercises influence when A is able to change the course of action pursued by B without any tacit or overt threat of deprivation. A exercises authority when B complies with A because B recognises that A’s command ‘...is reasonable in terms of his own values’. A exercises force when A removes B’s choice of compliance or non-compliance. Finally, A manipulates B when B complies with A but is unaware of the exact nature of the source or demand made of him (2005, p. 21). A common feature of both one and two-dimensional power is the need for an observable conflict, either overt or covert, to make an analysis of power possible. In essence, Bachrach and Baratz extend the political agenda to areas where no decision was necessary in order to exercise power. An example of two-dimensional power is the way poverty in the “fourth world” of slums in developed countries never gets to the top of the political agenda in local or regional governments. The problems are clear but nothing is ever done about them.
In formulating the three-dimensional view of power, Lukes argues that the critique of Dahl is inadequate on a number of fronts, beginning with the extent to which Bachrach and Baratz reject behaviourism. He argues that despite rejecting decision making as the only necessary indicator of power, they retain a commitment to observable behaviour in the pluralist conception of power, which means they keep a focus on the individual. Lukes claims that ‘...the power to control the agenda of politics and exclude potential issues cannot be adequately analysed unless it is seen as a function of collective forces and social arrangements’ (2005, p. 26). He also takes issue with the need for observable conflict, and argues that it is possible to exercise power without observable conflict by arranging matters so that the dominated entity has the same agenda as the dominator. A may exercise power over B by getting B to do as A directs, but also by shaping the very desires, needs and wants of B, so that they coincide with those of A. Therefore, observable conflict may not be present in situations where the dominator is able to shape the preferences of the dominated (2005, p. 27). Finally, Lukes argues that the two-dimensional view of power is inadequate because non-decisional power can only exist if grievances cannot gain entry into the public arena. This is problematic for two reasons. First, the notion of a grievance is too vague and imprecise. Second, it is possible that prevailing social conditions within the group mask grievances or make some actors totally unaware that they are the subject of an exercise of power,
...is it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions, and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things, either because they can see or imagine no alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial? (2005, p. 28)
The three-dimensional view of power is, therefore, a thorough critique of the pluralist view of power, as expressed in the one-dimensional view. It takes the focus from the individual to the collective, and rejects the need for observable conflict, either covert or overt. Examples of three-dimensional power in operation might include capitalist work places, Indian castes, and patriarchal societies.
Lukes also argues that in assessing the overall power of an actor, two judgements are necessary (2005, p. 72). First, the ‘scope’ of the power one is assessing, which essentially refers to what the observer defines as power. Before any assessment is possible, an assessor must answer the question ‘what counts as power?’ The wider the scope, the greater the number of incidents of power use that will be observed. Second, the weight of the outcomes will have a bearing on the assessment of power. The example he uses is particularly illuminating; a judge that can give a death penalty has more power than one who cannot. If a Judge in the state of Texas in the USA can sentence individuals to death for committing murder, while a Judge in New York cannot, then the Judge in Texas has more power that the Judge in New York because the Texan can impose a harsher penalty than the New Yorker can for the same crime.
Lukes’ definition of power allows a judgement about greater power among citizens in a democracy where CMC forums and channels have integrated into the public sphere. Attempting to use the definitions on a large scale, such as an entire nation state, will prove difficult because the more people who are involved in the analysis, the greater the proliferation of power, and the more complex the relationships. The many influences on power relationships in such a large-scale analysis complicate any attempt to determine whether the use of CMC forums and channels have led to a change in citizen power. Smaller scale analysis, with fewer power relationships, would be more appropriate for this type of examination. The examples used in the analysis, therefore, will be restricted in size wherever possible in order to minimise the number of power relationships involved.
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