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GUEST EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

The Internet and Politics in Flux
ChadwickJournal of Information Technology & PoliticsWhen it comes to new technologies, it is
often said that we overestimate their impact in
the short term, but we underestimate their
impact in the long term. The Internet’s role in
politics and society is perhaps a perfect distilla-
tion of this aphorism.

Over the last five years, we have been living
through an era of informational exuberance
(Chadwick, 2009). By the term informational
exuberance, I mean to capture the increasing
willingness of non-elites to contribute to the col-
lective production, reworking, and sharing of
media content, with the conscious or uncon-
scious aim of creating public goods for formal
and informal political organization, coordina-
tion, and aggregation. This may include, for
example, first hand reports of events, personal
narratives, conversations, commentary, opinion,
archives, spatial and temporal information, and
lifestyle and consumption behavior, all of which
may be expressed in textual and/or audiovisual
forms. In advanced democracies, much of citi-
zens’ informational exuberance in politics now
takes place online, or it is conducted through
mechanisms that involve rapid and subtle switch-
ing between online and offline settings.

In short, the relationship between the Internet
and politics is in flux. Studies in our field used to

be dominated by data such as online news and
candidate Web sites. We now need to incorporate
more subtle, fluid, and voluminous phenomena:
online social networking profiles, blog posts,
wiki edits, YouTube videos, Flickr photos,
Delicious bookmarks, and Twitter status updates,
to list but a few. These are the stuff of Web 2.0,
and they are increasingly the stuff of political life,
not just in the West, but around the world.

Despite its Silicon Valley origins, the ideas
associated with Web 2.0 long since escaped the
world of commerce. For good or ill, in the
future the concept seems set to organize a
variety of concerns across a range of scholarly
disciplines. It has already come in for some
fairly rough treatment. In popular commentary,
some see it as the intellectually bankrupt cre-
ation of corporate media or professional elites,
and others as an ideological mask for mass cor-
porate surveillance, the exploitation of free
labor, or the peddling of imaginary communica-
tive freedoms. Still others question its validity
even as a basic description of how the Internet has
evolved. Adopting a broadly neutral approach that
seeks to identify objects of empirical study
rather than prejudge their effects, Chadwick
and Howard (2008) explicate the relevance for
politics of O’Reilly’s (2005) seven original
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ideas for Web 2.0 as follows: “the Internet as a
platform for political discourse; the collective
intelligence emergent from political Web use;
the importance of data over particular software
and hardware applications; perpetual experi-
mentalism in the public domain; the creation of
small scale forms of political engagement
through consumerism; the propagation of
political content over multiple applications; and
rich user experiences on political Web sites.”
(Chadwick & Howard, 2008, 4–8).

The articles in this special issue adopt a
social scientific approach. Each deals, in its
own way, explicitly or implicitly, with the
meaning and significance of Web 2.0. Some of
the articles begin from skeptical hunches; some
do not. But each attempts to engage, empiri-
cally, and in diverse and refreshing ways, with
political life as it mediates and is mediated by
how the Internet now works—not with how we
would like it to work in the future, nor how it
worked a decade ago. The articles are united by
the need to ask new questions, to generate new
theoretical frameworks and methodologies, and
to identify data suitable for answering those
questions.

ABOUT THIS SPECIAL ISSUE

These articles started life as presentations to
“Politics: Web 2.0,” an international conference
hosted by the New Political Communication
Unit at Royal Holloway, University of London
and held April 17–18, 2008. The conference
was large and diverse, with 120 presentations
organized in 41 panels. One hundred and eighty
participants drawn from over 30 countries
attended what was probably the largest aca-
demic conference on the Internet and politics
ever held in Europe. Those presenting were
invited to submit their articles to me to be con-
sidered for publication in the special issue. Fol-
lowing an initial editorial review of all of the
submissions, a set of articles was subjected to
the journal’s standard anonymous peer review
process, which took its course during the sum-
mer and fall of 2008. A final editorial review

took place during the winter of 2008–2009, pro-
ducing the volume you now have before you.

When we issued the call for papers for the
conference, we had three very simple—no
doubt deceptively simple—questions. First, has
there been a shift in political use of the Internet
and digital new media—a new Web 2.0 politics
based on participatory values? Second, how do
broader social, cultural, and economic shifts
towards Web 2.0 impact, if at all, on the con-
texts, the organizational structures, and the
communication of politics and policy? Third,
does Web 2.0 hinder or help democratic citizen-
ship? The articles in this issue provide diverse
and illuminating answers to these questions.

In 2006, Time Magazine famously pro-
claimed that its Person of the Year was, simply,
“You” (Grossman, 2006). It explained: “for
seizing the reins of the global media, for found-
ing and framing the new digital democracy, for
working for nothing and beating the pros at
their own game.” The question of whether such
decisive rearrangements of the political fabric
are now underway should be of major concern
to researchers across the social sciences.

Andrew Chadwick
New Political Communication Unit,

Department of Politics and International
Relations, Royal Holloway, London
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