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‘Governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. You have neither solicited nor received ours. We did not invite you. You do not know us, nor do you know our world. Cyberspace does not lie within your borders. Do not think that you can build it, as though it were a public construction project. You cannot. It is an act of nature and it grows itself through our collective actions.’

John Perry Barlow, 
A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace, 1996

Evidently, John Perry Barlow was wrong to think that governments would become obsolete and be replaced by a society of the mind in the virtual realm. However, to many observers at the time, ‘cyberspace’ was a highly fascinating place where almost anything could happen, and the expectations of many people concerning both the role of the internet and the speed of its evolution became detached from reality. Among other things, these inflated expectations caused a speculative bubble between 1997 and approximately 2001: the infamous ‘dot.com bubble’. This period was marked by the rapidly increasing number of new internet-based companies, a subsequent rapid increase in the value of global stock markets, and finally, the spectacular and painful failure of the markets when the bubble burst. 

Like in previous technology-inspired booms, speculators bought shares in anticipation of further rises, not because they were undervalued.
 In retrospect, it is clear that most of these projections were based on the outlooks of technologists and cyber-libertarians like Barlow: people who were both adept at technology and very fascinated by it and who all succumbed to a high level of technological determinism.
 But the burst of the bubble at the turn of the millennium entailed a harsh reality check not only for speculators, but also for many analysts that had uncritically joined the praise of the ‘new economy’. Furthermore, pessimism also gradually spread to those looking at the impacts of the ‘information revolution’ on other aspects of life, such as politics. 
While the initial enthusiasm for the networked world made sense to people who had shared in the experience of early online ‘culture’, and still does so to a lesser extent today, the one factor ‘the internet’ or cyberspace could never change is the determination of pre-existing economic, social, and political elites to perpetuate themselves and their position in society. We can now see that changes brought on by the information revolution are more gradual than revolutionary, mainly due to the self-reinforcing power of institutions and structures. Many of the moves that have been underway to turn the internet into something other than what it was – or seemed – in the mid-1990s have been deliberate and conscious and not in the least accidental. 

Besides, out of the many possible futures that seemed possible a decade ago, the least revolutionary one has manifested itself. The ‘path-dependence’ generated by the persistence of institutions, whether they be social, political, or cultural, leads us to conclude that nothing, be it ‘new’ or not, develops in a vacuum. As one commentator noted: ‘Whatever happened to the predictions for a world of unlimited communications bandwidth, where fiber-optic networks provided data at unlimited rates and at costs too cheap to meter? Well, a funny thing happened on the way to the future – economics.’
 Indeed, as Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane stated back in 1998: ‘information does not flow in a vacuum, but in political space that is already occupied.’
 
Cyberspace has thus been demystified during the last couple of years by the realities of predefined space. This is nothing unusual: Humanity has almost always been wrong when trying to predict the future.
 But when the future becomes the present and reality catches up with fiction, we can collect empirical evidence with which we can test or at least challenge the assumptions of the past. Seen in this light, the volume at hand addresses a timely topic: Certainly not one that has not been addressed before, but one that deserves to be monitored at regular intervals, because there is no static or final situation as long as technology, on which all information revolution arguments hinge, keeps on evolving. 

While information and communication technology is generally acknowledged to be an important factor in facilitating social organization and change, most academic commentators now see it as only one factor amongst others. Close studies of particular social contexts have suggested that social change involves an interaction of social, cultural, and economic forces as well as scientific and technological influences.
 In accordance, the general tenor of this volume is one of so-called weak (or soft) technological determinism. The weak version is less generally applicable than the ‘strong case’, but it is also more in accord with the available evidence.
 Weak technological determinism claims that a technology does not create or change itself, but rather that the presence of a particular technology is an enabling or facilitating factor leading to potential opportunities that may or may not be taken up in particular societies or periods.
 Technology does ‘constitute part of a society’s core political infrastructure’,
 just as do laws regulating behaviour and taxation, but they are not likely to be any more predictable in their effects than those. Or, as the sociologist Ruth Finnegan has argued, ‘the medium in itself cannot give rise to social consequences - it must be used’.
 This use must be constantly re-evaluated. In this volume, we have looked in particular at the consequences of the information revolution for states in the field of governance.

As becomes evident from the chapters in this book, there are countless definitions for various aspects of governance. Like many abstract ideas, “governance” is a conceptually weak term, especially because it is used in many different ways. Governance emerges as a significant variable for a range of activities involving social organisation, from family life through to policy matters. Furthermore, governments and international organizations are neither exclusively engaged in governance, nor are they necessarily the only authorities to do so – firms, non-governmental organizations, and their professional associations equally engage in and create governance structures.
 While some differentiate between domestic and global governance and point to the supposed loss of governmental control at the national level,
 others, clearly distinguishing between governance and government, focus on ‘the nature of global order and the processes through which governance occurs on a worldwide scale’
 and therefore establish governance as a ‘system of rule that is as dependent on intersubjective meanings as on formally sanctioned constitutions and charters’.
 
In discussing the vast concept of governance and various practical attempts to translate it into reality, the volume has addressed many disparate issues. The main question that emerges is whether any such thing as ‘information age governance’ exists, or whether it is just an alternative term for the tentative developments in ‘e-Government’.
 More specifically, do information and communication technologies networks ‘facilitate the deconstruction of national financial and cultural boundaries’, and is this the reason why governance in what some call ‘the post-modern world’ is characterised by the weakening of the nation-state through the accentuation of the local and global dimensions of human interaction?
 Or, conversely, will global governance grow in step with economic integration and will it ‘come not at the expense of the state but rather as an expression of the interests that the state embodies’ ?

The notion that is most uncritically accepted within the overall information age debate is that state power per se is eroding due to the effects of information and communication technology. This volume challenges the unidimensionality of this statement. Without denying that new challenges for the state have arisen, authors in this volume argue that too much credence is often given to the spectre of an erosion of sovereignty. The influence of technology on the international system and its actors can and will not be denied. But all the authors are sceptical concerning the widespread assertions of the demise of the nation-state, and more specifically, the question the claim that the growth of the internet immediately translates into an erosion of state authority. 

The volume challenges the notion that activities constrained by traditional sovereignty are fixed in space, but the activities of cyberspace flow freely and unaffected across borders. While acknowledging that the Westphalian paradigm of exclusive and all-embracing state sovereignty is challenged by a plethora of recent technological and societal developments, it is our aim to show that the traditional nation-state is about to reassert itself in, and in relation to, changing circumstances through adaptation. 

We contend that cyberspace is a matter of collective and policy choice, and not some natural feature of an idealised cyber-realm. Consequently, cyberspace becomes prone to usurpation by governance structures. We argue that governments all around the world are already reacting to the information revolution and trying to redefine their role in a changing international system. The emergence of ‘e-Government’ ideas is just one of the visible outcomes of states’ efforts to embrace new ideas and adjust their functions.
 Other endeavours include assessments of how ICT can help mediate the communication processes that are essential to conflict management and resolution, the development of ‘virtual diplomacy’ abilities,
 and of course efforts to protect vital national information infrastructures.

In this volume, Jamal Shahin has comprehensively outlined the context within which governance has become a dominant subject of discussion, in both the broader and narrower conceptualisations of the term. Furthermore, he states that global governance understood as a network relies not only upon the state as an important actor, but places the state within a network context. Therefore, we need to broaden the debate beyond such activities that are established by the state (rules, regulations, norms, and principles) to include processes that involve other actors as well (such as management, steering, and coordination) in order to fully grasp the state’s role as the central point of authority in a global environment. In particular, Shahin uses the concept of ‘institutional revival’ to show how governments ensure that the nation-state remains crucially important in the information age, mainly in the area of e-Government. He writes that ‘the liberalisation of infrastructure and subsequent reliance upon the markets is not the state giving up on regulation, but recognising that markets are more effective at delivering an efficient Information Society’, an area where states have been taking action for some time already. Shahin shows that the role of government has in fact become more, not less important.

The often-heralded democratising power of the information revolution is also exposed as a myth in this volume. Alexander Siedschlag focuses on digital democracy as a pluralistic concept of governance transformation in the wake of internet-based communication. In order to develop models for assessing the role of online deliberation and a deliberative digital culture in governing increasingly transnationalised political communities, Siedschlag looks at how, or, respectively, to what extent, internet-based communication may lead to changes in, additions to, or substitutes for conventional patterns and repertories of decision-making in the political and in the societal arenas. His chapter shows clearly that ‘any discourse within in a cultural community will primarily be self-referential rather than deliberative, i.e., not open to arguments and cognition, but necessarily confined to the cultural context.’ 

This clearly points to the fact that even though digital communication makes it possible to engage people from all over the world in dialogue, the internet allows individuals to filter and personalise information at the same time. Therefore, they might use information to reinforce existing political beliefs instead of getting to know different points of view, and it is possible to construct virtual communities where there is no interaction with people who are different from ourselves.
 Existing prejudices will not be washed away by the internet. And even though the internet allows everyone to spread their views and opinions at little cost, attention is an increasingly scarce resource: The problem is making oneself heard, not the ability to publish. As it is, entities that are already wealthy and powerful usually gain the most attention, because they have the means to attract traffic to their sites through advertisement or special campaigns. 

Many other chapters also discuss the intrinsic limitations to the information revolution’s transformational force. Mika Hayashi, for example, sets out to verify whether or not rules of jurisdiction developed before the information revolution are still applicable in the cyber-context today. The principal question she addresses is whether the existing principles are retained in cyberspace, or whether they have been rejected or modified. If there are changes in these rules, she argues, we can expect the distribution of states’ regulatory powers in cyberspace to be different from real space, because the rules of jurisdiction are the rules governing the allocation of states’ regulatory powers on the international plane. Hayashi examines two categories of rules of jurisdiction, namely rules found in general international law and rules found in treaties. This analysis shows that, so far, states have shown little need to be inventive concerning jurisdictions in cyberspace. Hayashi comes to the following conclusion, which is consistent with the observations in many other chapters of this book: The changes to the states’ regulatory powers as a result of the information revolution are not as visible as had been predicted or advocated. She also shows that cyberspace is not inherently inimical to states’ regulations. States purport to exercise their regulatory powers in cyberspace, and cooperate just as they did regarding other matters in real space before the information revolution. 

With the objective of advancing our understanding of the link between the national and the transnational levels of governance, Dirk Lehmkuhl’s description and analysis of the conflict between trademark provisions and the internet’s domain name system reveals that the state is still a major locus of agency in creating governance. While trade names are usually issued according to national principles, the internet’s architecture partly ignores governance boundaries related to national and territorial principles and, as in the case of the domain name system, requires a universal rule. In this respect, the argument goes, the case is only one example illustrating one of the major analytical issues related to the governance of the internet, i.e., questions of jurisdictional conflict. Furthermore, Lehmkuhl demonstrates that governance contributions in internationalised environments are not allocated according to a master plan. In the process, he provides insights into the dynamics of the interaction between public and private actors at the international and national levels. 

Similarly, the study of data protection cases from the 1980s on that Ralf Bendrath provides in his chapter reveals that state regulation as well as public participation in regime-generating processes have increased in the last few years. Furthermore, a new mix of state-regulation, private-public partnerships, and private self-regulation can be identified. His case study supports the claim that the state, which in the globalised world has been discarded on functional grounds, is now coming back on legitimacy grounds. ‘But the state is not coming back to cyberspace in its old interventionist role and with national law as the only instrument,’ Bendrath writes. Rather, states use an increasing number of intermediaries to affect the data-handling practices of private actors. The return of the state to cyberspace is thus accompanied by a transformation of its role. Complex hybrid and layered global governance structures are emerging. 

In conclusion, we find that we are not witnessing the end of the nation-state, but a return to overlapping authorities, and that the state must adapt its functions to the conditions of a rapidly changing international environment. This volume shows that states still possess sufficient agency to influence the extra-territorial realm of action that the internet has helped to create. Indeed, the past few years show a clear tendency towards a centralization of power, and states are becoming increasingly active in this extra-territorial space and are ‘internationalizing’ some of their functions. Therefore, there is no reason to assume that the internet is undermining the power of the state, while there is every reason to expect that states will collectively enforce their sovereignty in cyberspace. In this volume, the implications for the individual state, but also for the international community, have been identified. In the process, cyberspace has been demystified and set it into its proper context without belittling a phenomenon whose impact remains partly hidden from us.
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