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Since its inception in the early 1990s, the World 
Wide Web (and the Internet more generally) has been 
accompanied by a wide variety of often uncritical and 
anecdotal commentaries in the mainstream press. The 
academic community has also been quite interested in 
the Internet. There is now a vast amount of research 
about the Internet, not only in computing disciplines 
such as computer science and information systems, but 
also in communications, political science, sociology, 
philosophy, and psychology. As a consequence, trying 
to comprehend the entirety of this body of research and 
the broader consequences of Internet technology on the 
individual, social groups, businesses, and on society at 
large is quite daunting. 

Indeed, the task of understanding the vast research 
literature on the consequences of the Internet may be 
seen to be analogous to trying to decipher the famously 
bewildering sixteenth-century painting The Garden of 
Earthly Delights by Hieronymus Bosch. This fascinating 
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triptych contains three panels: on the left is Bosch’s 
representation of Eden, the earthly paradise, the larger 
middle panel shows humanity after the Fall, while the 
right panel vividly portrays the punishments of Hell. 
The paradise and inferno of the painting’s left and right 
panels seem to me analogous to the rhetoric of hope and 
despair that has been a constant feature of popular 
perceptions of the Internet. Boosters in the mid- to late-
1990s (and perhaps as well during the web 2.0 fever of 
2006-8) saw the Internet re-knitting broken communal 
life, inaugurating a new age of global peace, or 
constituting a new era of self-expressive creativity. 
Later, as a more prosaic reality began to emerge, other 
commentators saw the Internet in a more nefarious light, 
as a carnival of sin, as the embodiment of a global 
pantopticon of surveillance and control, or simply just as 
a massive waste of time. But for anyone who actively 
researches the Internet, this broad set of technologies 
and interrelated social practices seems a lot more like 
the vast middle panel of Bosch’s masterpiece. This panel 
is a riot of beguiling, overlapping, hard-to-comprehend 
imagery: luscious fruits, strange sporting activities, cute 
animals, and lots and lots of naked bodies cavorting 
together in unending and enthusiastic abandonment. 

The great strength of Curran, Fenton, and 
Freedman’s excellent 2012 book, Misunderstanding the 
Internet, is that it brings some order and clarity to the 
cacophony of ideas, opinions, and research on the 
Internet. All three authors teach Communications at 
Goldsmiths College, University of London, and I 
suspect their geographic proximity has helped produce a 
book that speaks with a unified voice. The book itself is 
divided into four sections. Each author is the sole writer 
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of a section (with each section consisting of two 
chapters), and all three together have collaborated on the 
concluding chapter.  

The first section, written by James Curran (who is 
also the editor for the Routledge Communication and 
Society series), focuses initially on dismissing the 
celebratory view of the Internet that is still quite 
pervasive. Indeed, the first chapter on “Reinterpreting 
the Internet” should be required preliminary reading for 
anyone about to write on the broader social implications 
of the Internet. It looks at some of the most common 
(and hyperbolic) predictions in the spheres of “economic 
transformation,” “global understanding,” “Internet and 
democracy,” and the “renaissance of journalism.” Each 
set of predictions is contrasted with actual research that 
tends to show the misguided nature of most Internet 
hype. Curran demonstrates aptly here the overall 
evidence-based approach taken by all three authors. He 
notes that the weakness of much popular (and even 
academic) writing about the Internet is that “it assesses 
the impact of the internet not on the basis of evidence 
but on the basis of inference from internet technology” 
(p. 8). This is a common problem with “impact” 
thinking about technology and society. Writers often 
infer outcomes from the functional capabilities of a 
technology. If a technology, such as the automobile, 
makes it quicker to get from point A to point B, 
“impact” writers will wonder what will be the societal 
impact of everyone arriving at their destinations quicker. 
If a technology, such as the web, makes it easier to 
access a wider range of knowledge sources, these writers 
will then hypothesize what will be the impact of 
everyone being more knowledgeable. 
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Of course the flaw in this type of thinking is that it 
assumes that just because a technology seems to enable a 
social outcome it will inevitably do so … and that it will 
be main social outcome. No pundit in the 1910s 
predicted the traffic jam or the transformation of teenage 
sexuality as a consequence of the widespread adoption 
of the automobile, and few in the 1990s foresaw the 
decline in reading and the concomitant decline in the 
willingness of many to engage themselves in longer 
textual arguments that has arguably followed from the 
wide-scale replacement of paper-based reading with 
online scanning. In both cases commentators were 
focused on the functional capabilities of the new 
technology, but as Curran rightly points out, “the weight 
of evidence points to one firm conclusion: society 
exerts, in general, a greater influence on the internet than 
the other way around” (p. 59). By beginning the book 
with a critique of this type of technological-determinist 
thinking, Curran sets the stage for the rest of the book.  

The next section of the book is written by Des 
Freedman and concerns itself with the political economy 
of the Internet. Like Curran, Freedman turns a skeptical 
eye towards the economic claims put forward by 
commentators such as Chris Anderson, Clay Shirky, 
Thomas Friedman, and Don Tapscott. This fashionable 
information society discourse tends to argue that a 
revolutionary new mode of production is underway, one 
that is creating an economy of abundance that is no 
longer dominated by a few gigantic corporations, but is 
instead filled with many thriving smaller niche 
organizations that succeed by engaging in a two-way 
dialogue of sharing with their customers – a 
transformative economy made possible of course by the 
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Internet. After scrutinizing this literature, Freedman 
summarizes that it is “based on a series of 
unsubstantiated claims, profound misunderstandings, 
and puzzling absences that render it incapable of 
providing a rigorous account of the dynamics of the web 
2.0 environment” (p. 79). Subsequent examinations by 
Freedman of the actual business practices of companies 
such as Google provides a more detailed critique of the 
notion that the Internet has fundamentally changed the 
nature of the economy or the social relations within 
capitalism. While “the internet has thrown up a fast-
changing array of sites destined to be the ‘next big 
thing’ … one thing that has remained constant is the 
structure of a ‘winner takes all’ market which 
systematizes the need for huge concentrations of online 
and offline capital” (p. 115). 

Freedman’s next chapter, on “Outsourcing Internet 
Regulation,” is much more prescriptive than a simple 
critique. He criticizes the libertarian pessimism that is 
such an enduring feature of Internet political discourse 
(that is, the widely-held belief that the Internet cannot 
possibly be regulated), and then finds that “despite 
different inflections in different countries, the Internet is 
implicated in a fundamental neo-liberal transformation 
of the power relations inside the regulatory process” (p. 
97). However, given that the Internet is “a creature of 
public policy,” it is “entirely legitimate to propose that 
fully democratic states – and not outsourced private 
interests … – should regulate the internet as a public 
utility that is accessible and accountable to their 
citizens” (p. 98). 

The third section of the book is by Natalie Fenton 
and is devoted to the power relations circumscribing the 
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internet. It begins with a chapter titled “The Internet and 
Social Networking.” Perhaps nothing in the short history 
of the Internet has garnered as much scholarly and 
popular attention as social networking sites (SNS). 
Fenton tries to steer a path between those who see SNS 
as a novel and liberating way of creating, maintaining, 
and growing real-world social capital, and those who see 
SNS as simply an extension of a neo-liberal individualist 
ideology. She claims that each of these extremes 
“misunderstands the nature and impact of the media … 
on the social and political contours of contemporary life, 
and in doing so misunderstands the nature of the social 
and the political and the complexity of power therein” 
(p. 125). Her approach, by contrast, is to critically 
examine the evidence for the four key assumptions at the 
heart of this misunderstanding, namely that social media 
are communication driven, that social media encourage 
deliberation and dissent, that social media is about self-
communication to a mass audience, and that social 
media offers a new form of social telling. This evidence, 
says Fenton, shows that while SNS offers possibilities 
for power and social relations independent of capital and 
the state, their principle purpose is individual 
expression, and thus SNS “may be liberating for the user 
but not necessarily democratizing for society.” Indeed, a 
too great “emphasis on creative autonomy leads itself to 
individualistic politics that inhibit progressive social 
change” (p. 142). 

The final substantive chapter in the book is also by 
Fenton and is entitled “The Internet and Radical 
Politics.” It concerns itself with two conflicting claims 
about one particular possible political consequence of 
the Internet: namely, claims made about the revival of 
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oppositional politics via the communicative capabilities 
of the Internet versus claims that  the Internet is playing 
a key role in the growing disengagement of young 
people from politics. She examines two instructive 
political movements in which the Internet ostensibly 
played a key role (student protests in 2010-2011 in the 
UK and the Green Revolution in Iran in 2009), and finds 
that, “if there is a new politics emerging in new media it 
is a politics of non-representation; a politics of affect 
and antagonism. It includes a multiplicity of experiences 
that are contradictory and contingent” (p. 169).  

While this book is a superb guide to some of the 
key debates and research on the reception, economics, 
and politics of the Internet, it is only a partial guide. 
Since the perspective of Curran, Fenton, and Freedman 
is generally media- and sociologically-focused, the 
growing research literature on the changing psychology 
of the individual in the Internet world is either ignored 
or only tangentially touched upon. Whether it be 
addiction studies of Internet porn, positive psychology 
research in gaming, usability studies about actual 
browsing behavior, or neurological studies on cognitive 
decline as a consequence of prolonged Internet usage, 
the widespread adaption of Internet usage has arguably 
had just as much impact on the individual as on society 
at large. Similarly, like many other sociologically-
oriented studies on the Internet, there is a striking (and 
disappointing) absence of relevant research from within 
the computing discipline itself. Current computing 
research in HCI (human-computer interaction) and web 
science utilizing eye scanners (and other devices), web 
server records, and massive data banks provides a 
parallel set of evidence that can enlighten (or confound) 



CONNOLLY 

 144 

the usual sociological and communications discourses 
about power, media effects, and economic relations. One 
of the virtues of this book is its conciseness (it is under 
200 pages), and expanding its research scope would no 
doubt make it considerably longer. 

These are, however, small quibbles with an 
otherwise excellent book. To be honest I do have one 
last major quibble. It lies in the fact that Curran, Fenton, 
and Freedman have written the book that I have always 
wanted to write since I first started researching the 
Internet in 1994. My professional jealousy is, of course, 
more than completely assuaged by the evenness and 
excellence of the book’s coverage, and I do sincerely 
hope that this book will occasionally be updated with 
new research and revised editions. I will certainly try to 
help in that regard by assigning it as a required textbook 
for my own “Computers and Society” course. 

This review began with an analogy between the 
visual tumult and pandemonium of Hieronymus Bosch’s 
The Garden of Earthly Delights and the cacophonous 
and sometimes confusing research on the social 
consequences of the Internet. In reality, the two wings of 
Bosch’s painting are actually a set of doors: the left and 
right panels (representing Eden and Hell) can close over 
the large middle panel. The back of these two panels are 
also painted, and they provide a striking contrast to the 
kaleidoscope of colorful imagery contained within. 
When closed, the back of these panels together combine 
to display a luminous but monochromatic vision of the 
sphere of the entire earth and its contents. Curran, 
Fenton, and Freedman’s short book has done an 
admirable job akin to these painted back panels. It 
summarizes a wide variety of perspectives on the 
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Internet and cuts through the noise of its commentators 
to provide a historically and sociologically-informed 
book that allows the reader to better grasp and 
appreciate the entirety of the Internet as it actually is 
experienced. 
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As we leave the twentieth century and the social 
constructivist cultural turn that came to define much of 
critical and political theory in its later stages behind, 
disciplines across the Humanities are increasingly 
vouching for a return to materialist frames of thinking, 
seduced by the infusion of thought with matter. Recent 
theoretical currents like new materialism, neo-vitalism, 
the non-human turn, object-oriented ontology, agential 
realism, media archaeology, eco or materialist feminism, 
and most recently, anthropocene feminism are all 
different incarnations of the early twenty-first century’s 
desire to move away from the representational 
framework of constructivism and re-acknowledge the 
materiality of human as well as nonhuman bodies, 
agency, technology, and nature. A common call in the 
materialist turn has been to bridge the perspectives of 
the Humanities and Natural Sciences in order to provide 




