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Information and Political Change

This book is an inquiry into the evolution of American democracy. It
explores an aspect of democratic politics in the United States about
which surprisingly little is known: the relationship between characteri-
stics of political information in society and broad properties of demo-
cratic power and practice. My inquiry is motivated in part by the dramatic
revolution in information technology taking place at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. Over the space of about five years, we have wit-
nessed the adoption of new means for communication and management
of information by virtually every political organization and institution
of consequence in the country. At no time in the history of American
democracy has a new set of communication and information-handling
capacities been assimilated so rapidly by the political system.

The pace of these changes has precipitated much speculation about
political change and transformation, from visions of direct democracy
and erosion of processes of representation and institutional deliberation
because of new technology to enhancement or degradation of the “public
sphere” and the state of citizens’ civic engagement. Such speculations
resonate strongly in a period when democracy in America is enervated
by many problems: low voter turnout, the distortions of money and cam-
paign finance arrangements, low public trust, a political culture dom-
inated by marketing and polling, and the profound influences of one
particular technology, television. What the new capacities for communi-
cation and the management of information portend for such problems,
and indeed whether they portend anything at all, is one focus of this book.

The year 1999 was in many ways a milestone for the revolution that
was taking place in information technology, in part because an unusual
form of political behavior appeared. This activity involved peripheral
organizations and ad hoc groups using information infrastructure to
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Information and Political Change

undertake the kind of political advocacy that traditionally has been the
province of organizations with far greater resources and a more central
position in the political system. A good example comes from very early in
the year, when the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) and
other agencies proposed new regulations under the friendly euphemism
“Know Your Customer.” The Know Your Customer rules included re-
quirements that banks report certain customer financial transactions to
the government in order to assist authorities with the identification of
money laundering and other illegal activities.

The FDIC, which insures private deposits in banks and provides other
regulatory functions in the financial sector, is typically not the source of
controversy or high-profile political conflict. The agency’s activities fall
into one of those corners of public policy where little citizen attention
illuminates details of the relationship between an industry and its regu-
lators. When the FDIC published its proposed rules late in 1998 with the
agreement of the banking industry and Congress, and in coordination
with allied agencies – the Office of Thrift Supervision, the Office of the
Comptroller of the Currency, and the Federal Reserve – “Know Your
Customer” seemed a routine change in banking regulations.

Yet by February of 1999, just two months after the agency’s Notice
of Proposed Rulemaking formally initiated the public phase of regula-
tory proceedings, everything about the politics of Know Your Customer
had changed. Vehement public objections poured into the agency at an
unprecedented rate, complaining about threats to privacy and govern-
ment intrusion into citizen affairs. Congressional support dried up as
legislators backed away, and the banking industry itself announced that
it, too, opposed the rule. By early March, when the comment period
ended, the FDIC had accumulated about 250,000 public comments, all
but a hundred or so opposed. In the face of strident public opposition
and the about-face by other political actors, the agency had found itself
politically isolated. Drawn up short by the magnitude and vehemence
of the objections, the FDIC along with its sister agencies withdrew the
regulations and issued public statements bordering on contrition.

What lay behind this unexpected collective action on behalf of finan-
cial privacy and the remarkable back-tracking by an agency? A good deal
of social science research suggests that we should find a powerful organi-
zation or coalition of organizations behind such a large effort. Political
scientist Jack Walker has described the practical requirements of citizen-
based policy advocacy in the following way: “Political mobilization is
seldom spontaneous. Before any large element of the population can
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Information and Political Change

become a part of the American political process, organizations must be
formed, advocates must be trained, and the material resources needed to
gain the attention of national policy-makers must be gathered.”1 Some
scholars have likened this process to the requirements of formal business
enterprise, observing that internal features of groups as organizations are
typically the strongest predictors of their success at recruiting and mo-
bilizing citizens behind issues and succeeding with political demands.2

Yet in the FDIC case, as in others that took place in 1999, little such
organizational infrastructure is found. No powerful interest group or
public lobby with hundreds of thousands of members had mobilized
citizens. No deep pockets had funded the effort. No political consultants
or media advisors had orchestrated public relations and the media angles.
No candidate or public official had drawn attention to the regulatory
proposal. Neither the Republican nor Democratic party organizations
had worked the issue. Virtually none of the ingredients of collective action
that social science theory suggests should lie behind citizen-based policy
advocacy was present.

Instead, a peripheral group in American politics, the Libertarian Party,
initiated the protest against the FDIC’s regulations – a group never be-
fore able to marshal national-level resources for an advocacy effort of this
size. Like most American “third parties,” the Libertarians are habitually
constrained by the interdependent limitations of a small membership,
few financial resources, and a system of electoral rules oriented toward
two-party competition. Instead of using traditional organizational in-
frastructure, which it sorely lacks, the party relied almost exclusively on
information infrastructure. Its leaders used the Internet to identify in-
terested citizens, distribute information, and solicit participation in the
protest. Starting with a small list of active party members, the initiators of
the effort began a process of information exchange and communication
about the pending policy change. That flow of information expanded
geometrically, spreading quickly far beyond the party’s membership and
sphere of influence. The aggressiveness and extent of the Internet-based
campaign – not the clout of the Libertarians themselves – successfully
signaled to agency officials as well as to legislators that banking privacy

1 Jack L. Walker, Mobilizing Interest Groups in America: Patrons, Professions, and Social
Movements (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991), p. 94.

2 Paul E. Johnson, “Interest Group Recruiting: Finding Members and Keeping Them,” in
Allan J. Cigler and Burdett A. Loomis, eds., Interest Group Politics, 5th ed. (Washington,
D.C.: CQ Press, 1998), pp. 35–62; Terry M. Moe, The Organization of Interests (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980).
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Information and Political Change

could be a significant electoral issue. In the end, this was the story of how
an industrial-era government institution created during the New Deal
responded to collective action during the information era.

That this story does not appear to square with standard theories of
policy advocacy and collective action is intriguing for several reasons,
not the least of which is that many other political organizations and
groups are attempting to repeat the Libertarians’ success with issues of
their own. Across the spectrum of interest groups, new information in-
frastructure appears to be affecting strategies of recruitment, advocacy,
and mobilization. Electoral campaign organizations have also embraced
new technology-based modes of internal organization and communi-
cation, as well as external communication with voters. The first major
legislative effort of George W. Bush in 2001 revealed how new means of
communication had become a routine part of the political scene. While
trying to sell his tax cut in the states of swing Democratic senators, Bush
told an audience in Atlanta, “If you find a member that you have some
influence with, or know an e-mail address, or can figure out where to
write a letter . . . just drop them a line.”3

Researchers observing such developments have already amassed a siz-
able catalogue of contemporary uses of information technology by po-
litical actors, including new forms of mobilization, descriptions of how
campaigns make use of new technology, and portrayals of how infor-
mation technology is employed by government institutions themselves.4

Much of this research, which we consider throughout this book, has
supported one or more of three main findings. The first is a largely null
finding of participation effects. This finding emerges from attempts to
discover a stimulus effect from new technology on political engagement

3 The speech was March 4, 2001, reported in Frank Bruni and Alison Mitchell, “Bush
Pushes Hard to Woo Democrats Over to Tax Plan,” New York Times, March 5, 2001,
p. A1.

4 E.g., see: Lori A. Brainard and Patricia D. Siplon, “Activism for the Future: Using
the Internet to Reshape Grassroots Victims Organizations” (paper presented at the
annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, Boston, Sept. 4–7, 1998);
Laura Gurak, Persuasion and Privacy in Cyberspace (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1997); Karen James and Jeffrey D. Sadow, “Utilization of the World Wide Web as a
Communicator of Campaign Information” (paper presented at the annual meeting
of the American Political Science Association, Washington, D.C., Aug. 27–31, 1997);
Anthony Corrado and Charles M. Firestone, eds., Elections in Cyberspace: Toward a
New Era in American Politics (Washington, D.C.: Aspen Institute, 1996); Christopher
Weare, Juliet A. Musso, and Matthew L. Hale, “The Political Economy of Electronic
Democratic Forums: The Design of California Municipal Web Sites” (paper presented
at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, Atlanta, Ga.,
Sept. 2–5, 1999).
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or learning at the individual level. It does not appear, at least so far, that
new technology leads to higher aggregate levels of political engagement.
The failure to identify major effects has a great deal in common with
the “limited effects” tradition in media studies dating back to the work
of Paul Lazersfeld in the 1940s. That literature sought and failed to find
substantial direct effects of mass media on public opinion and other de-
pendent variables common in the study of political behavior. Its failure
to account for processes such as agenda setting and framing was key, and
this provides clues in the search for effects of contemporary information
technology. It seems clear so far that information technology does not
exert large direct effects on traditional participation and public opinion,
but it is far from clear what other effects might exist.

The second finding in scholarship on information technology and
politics is the existence of the so-called digital divide, a gap between
those “on line” and “off line” that falls along socioeconomic, racial, and
gender lines. The claim is that access to the new information environment
is decidedly unequal, and moreover, it is unequal in ways that exacerbate
traditional divisions and inequalities in society. The evidence for this
effect is now substantial and unequivocal. However, viewed in light of
the limited participation effects finding, the implications of the digital
divide are less than certain.

The third finding from research so far is the presence of novel forms
of collective action. A number of descriptive case studies – the earli-
est dating to the mid-1990s – have documented instances of unusual
groupings of citizens organizing and using information technology in
pursuit of political objectives. The emphasis in these studies is the ca-
pacity of political entrepreneurs to overcome resource barriers by using
comparatively inexpensive information technology. These events suggest
interesting developments in the nature of collective action, the limited
participation effects and digital divide notwithstanding, and the case of
the Libertarians and the FDIC falls into this category.

This book begins where these three strands of literature leave off, in
an effort both to advance our understanding of their findings and to
integrate them into a larger picture. The book addresses the following
questions: What do stories such as the Know Your Customer protest
mean? Will similar developments lead to political transition as well as
technical change? What do the possibilities portend for how scholars
theorize about politics? Increasingly, the important intellectual tasks as-
sociated with information technology and democracy involve synthe-
sizing a larger causal picture across events and cases in order to assess
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what theoretical connections might link contemporary developments
with important historical episodes, such as the emergence of interest
group politics a century ago and the development of party politics a cen-
tury before that. In what ways might the history of American political
development shed light on current changes in American politics, and
vice versa?

The process of synthesizing a larger, theoretical framework for un-
derstanding information technology and politics has proven divisive as
scholars attempt to capture various developments in technology under
the rubrics of political scale, equality, deliberation, community, social
association, and the like. One theorist is Benjamin Barber, who in Strong
Democracy advocates the use of information and communication tech-
nologies for enhancing citizen engagement with democratic affairs.5 In
that work, published while the revolution in information technology
was in its infancy, Barber addresses the possibility of telecommunica-
tion technology serving as a means for overcoming problems of scale
in large democracies and for creating communicative forums such as
“town halls,” which would not be limited by physical proximity. Similar
views are suggested by other political theorists not widely known for
their conceptions of information technology. The best example is Robert
Dahl, who argues that democracy is threatened more by inequalities as-
sociated with information and knowledge than by inequalities in wealth
or economic position. Dahl writes in Democracy and Its Critics that
information technologies may provide important remedies for politi-
cal inequality by making political information more universally accessi-
ble.6 Communitarian theorist Amitai Etzioni makes a similar argument,
claiming that technological improvements in the flow of information
may both enhance equality and contribute to the construction of stronger
community.7

On the other hand, a number of scholars have come to more pessimistic
conclusions, among them empirical researchers who bring a vital calibra-
tion to purely deductive analysis. Some of these researchers have argued
that the politically decentralizing capacities of information technology,
like those demonstrated in the story of the Libertarians and the FDIC,
will be overcome by traditional organizational interests. Some suggest
that traditional media firms will successfully colonize new technology,

5 Benjamin R. Barber, Strong Democracy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).
6 Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).
7 Amitai Etzioni, The Spirit of Community: Rights, Responsibilities, and the Communitar-

ian Agenda (New York: Crown Publishers, 1993).
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Information and Political Change

preserving patterns of power established in the era of broadcasting.8 Sim-
ilarly, traditional advocacy organizations and parties are moving to ex-
tend their dominance to the new realm of information technology. Their
success might relegate events like the FDIC protest back to the political
periphery. Several recent empirical studies have suggested that intensive
use of information technology may diminish social capital, counteract-
ing whatever gains in participatory equality might flow from it.9 Some
scholars are concerned that the information revolution might advance
the speed of politics, thus undermining deliberation and consolidating
the trend toward government-by-public-opinion-poll.10

Concerns about fragmentation and the loss of the common public
sphere now comprise an important undercurrent of critique of informa-
tion technology by many scholars, one to which we return in the following
chapters of this book.11 Among those concerned is Benjamin Barber, who
eventually shifted away from his earlier enthusiasm, expressing the reser-
vation that contemporary information technology may undermine the
quality of political deliberation and the nature of social interaction.12 The
most authoritative theoretical claim so far in this vein comes from consti-
tutional scholar Cass Sunstein. He interprets the information revolution
in terms of the decline of the “general interest intermediary” and the fail-
ure of the public common(s), and the replacement of these by a political
communication system that fosters fragmentation and polarization.13

These possibilities pose some of the central empirical questions that
this book addresses: How is technology affecting society and politics?
Was the Libertarian Party’s success in 1999 merely an outlier, the kind of
counterexample one occasionally tolerates in social science theory? Or

8 Richard Davis, The Web of Politics (London: Oxford University Press, 1998); Richard
Davis and Diana Owen, New Media in American Politics (London: Oxford University
Press, 1998).

9 E.g., see Norman Nie and Lutz Ebring, “Internet and Society: A Prelimi-
nary Report,” Feb. 17, 2000, http://www.stanford.edu/group/siqss/Press Release/
Preliminary Report.pdf. For a different view, see “The Internet Life Report,” The
Pew Internet and American Life Project, Pew Charitable Trusts, May 10, 2000,
http://www.pewinternet.org.

10 Jeffrey B. Abramson, F. Christopher Arterton, and Gary R. Orren, The Electronic
Commonwealth (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988).

11 For a useful summary grounded in political theory, see Anthony G. Wilhelm, Democ-
racy in the Digital Age: Challenges to Political Life in Cyberspace (New York: Routledge,
2000).

12 Benjamin R. Barber, “The New Telecommunications Technology: Endless Frontier or
End of Democracy,” in Roger G. Noll and Monroe E. Price, eds., A Communications
Cornucopia (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1998), pp. 72–98.

13 Cass Sunstein, Republic.com (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001).
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Information and Political Change

might the Know Your Customer protest represent a new phenomenon of
lasting consequence for American democracy – collective action increas-
ingly dissociated from traditional political resources and infrastructure?

In addition to the empirical matters, this book also seeks to address a set
of deeper theoretical issues and social science questions. The premises
behind these questions are that information technology is relevant to
politics because information itself is relevant, and that the revolution
in information technology that burst on the American landscape in the
mid-1990s is fundamentally a revolution in information – in what it costs,
how it flows, and the nature of its distribution. Within the concept of
“information” may lie links that connect historical episodes of American
development with contemporary politics and technology.

For the purposes of exploring theoretical issues in this book, I of-
ten depart from discussing technology and instead discuss information,
which I define very broadly. There are several reasons for doing so, some
pragmatic and some conceptual. First, because of the continuous change
and integration of technologies, there is danger in constructing explana-
tions of social and political phenomena framed around period-specific
instantiations of technology. The set of technologies known throughout
most of the 1990s as “the Internet” is steadily merging with other tech-
nologies, such as broadcast television and radio, recorded music, cellular
telephony, and handheld electronic devices. As these technologies evolve,
what is actually “the Internet” will become less clear and less important.
The fundamental modes of communication that various technologies
enable will become more crucial than the machinery involved.

A second reason for conceptualizing the revolution in information
technology in terms of information itself concerns the interdependence
of old and new forms of communication. During the 1990s, a good deal of
the literature on the social and political impacts of technology implicitly
or explicitly differentiated between the “on line” and “off line” worlds,
comparing Internet-based politics with traditional politics or “virtual”
communities with “real” ones.14 Yet new information technologies con-
tinue to operate alongside and complement traditional media and older

14 For examples of the terminology of “cyberpolitics,” “digital democracy,” and the like,
see: Barry N. Hague and Brian D. Loader, eds., Digital Democracy: Discourse and Deci-
sion Making in the Information Age (London: Routledge, 1999); Cynthia J. Alexander
and Leslie A. Pal, Digital Democracy: Policy and Politics in the Modern World (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998); Steven G. Jones, ed., Cybersociety: Computer-Mediated
Communication and Community (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1995);
Graeme Browning, Electronic Democracy: Using the Internet to Influence American
Politics (Wilton, Conn.: Pemberton Press, 1996); Kevin A. Hill and John E. Hughes,
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modes of communication. Electoral campaigns use web sites and tele-
vision commercials, e-mail and the postal service, wireless devices and
fax machines. A campaign might use broadcast news coverage to steer
citizens to a web site for making donations, which are then used to pur-
chase campaign advertising on television. Often it makes more sense to
speak of a single “world” with on-line and off-line features than attempt-
ing to maintain a distinction between an on-line world and an off-line
world, categories that are largely artifacts of historical transition. The
revolution in information technology means that democracy is growing
increasingly information-rich and communication-intensive, not sim-
ply that democracy is now characterized by the use of one particular
technology or another.

Just what constitutes “information” for the purposes of this analy-
sis? Information has lovely literary and scientific histories that on rare
occasions intersect.15 It is beyond the scope of this book to trace those
histories, but I hope it is sufficient to observe that in English literature
and philosophy, the word “information” makes occasional appearances
as far back as Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, prior even to the printing
of the Gutenberg Bible.16 Shakespeare animated the word memorably
in Coriolanus, when Menenius asks forgiveness for the bearer of bad
news: “But reason with the fellow, before you punish him, where he
heard this, lest you shall chance to whip your information and beat the
messenger who bids beware of what is to be dreaded.”17 Among philoso-
phers, John Locke’s invocation of information in An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding is striking because of its foreshadowing of Claude
Shannon’s later creation of the modern scientific theory of information:
“From whence commonly proceeds noise, and wrangling, without im-
provement or information.”18 Differentiating information and noise in a

Cyberpolitics: Citizen Activism in the Age of the Internet (New York: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1998).

15 For a thorough analysis of the modern meaning of information from a humanistic
perspective, see Albert Borgmann, Holding on to Reality: The Nature of Information at
the Turn of the Millennium (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

16 Geoffrey Chaucer, “Tale of Melibeus,” in The Canterbury Tales, ed. Paul G. Ruggiers
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979), p. 933, line 1486.

17 William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, ed. Lee Bliss (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000), p. 234.

18 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book 3, Ch. 10, Section 22.
VI. Public domain version 1995 [1690], available at http://www.ilt.columbia.edu/
Projects/digitexts/locke/understanding/chapter0310.html. In 1948, Claude Shannon
published a mathematical model of the communication of information that re-
mains the foundation of information theory in engineering. See C. E. Shannon,
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Information and Political Change

mathematical way would indeed prove a centerpiece of twentieth-century
digital theory, 250 years after Locke.

For the purposes of the present inquiry, I begin with a modern defi-
nition of information, based on the Oxford English Dictionary: “knowl-
edge communicated concerning some particular fact, subject, or event.”
Knowledge about facts, subjects, or events is inextricably bound to vir-
tually every aspect of democracy. Such knowledge may concern the in-
terests, concerns, preferences, or intentions of citizens as individuals or
collectives. It may also concern the economic or social state of communi-
ties or society, or the actions and intentions of government officials and
candidates for office. In what follows, political information constitutes
any knowledge relevant to the working of democratic processes.

In his classic The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, John Zaller
observes that the content of elite discourse, such as claims about the state
of the world from party leaders and editorial positions of newspapers,
contains information, but it is not “just information.”19 Because political
discourse is the product of values and selectivity as much as verifiably
“objective” observations, it comprises a mix of information and other
factors. For my purposes this definition too narrowly constrains the
concept of information by associating it with “truth” and “objectivity.”
I assume that when a political actor communicates a personal statement
about the world containing a mix of facts and values, that actor is simply
communicating a package of information, some of it dealing with “facts”
and some of it with his or her values and predispositions. Some “facts”
may even be wrong, but they can be communicated nonetheless and
they constitute information.20

“A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Bell System Technical Journal 27
(July 1948): 379–423, and (October 1948): 623–656.

19 John Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), p. 13.

20 That a recipient of communication may have difficulty distinguishing the facts and
values in a message or may be unable to verify truth claims does not change the fact
that information in a broad sense has been transmitted, perhaps with a high level
of uncertainty associated with it. How much “true” information recipients extract
from a message is a function of their own sophistication and their knowledge of
the person communicating. Imagine, for instance, a situation where a candidate for
office broadcasts a factually false message that his opponent is a communist, or an
opponent of civil rights, or an adulterer. If a voter, believing the message, abandons
her support for the accused candidate and votes instead for the accuser, there can be
no doubt that communication has occurred and that information – albeit containing
a false claim – has been transmitted. Whether the information in a message is “true”
or “objective,” and whether in this case the accuser sincerely believes his propaganda,
is a separate question from the existence of information and communication.
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