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The Internet and Civil Society 
Peter Levine 

Civ il society is moving to the Internet. All kinds of 
organizations use Web pages for recruitment, pub-

lic relations, fundraising, and communication among 
their members. Citizens get their news from Web 
pages and deliberate about public affairs via email. 
Parishioners send electronic condolences to bereaved 
members of their congregations. Hobbyists exchange 
advice and treasured objects on speciali zed Internet 
sites. 

But as civil society moves online, some worrying 
trends are beginning to emerge. This article examines 
fi ve main grotmds for concern. 

Equity 

The fir st (and most w idely recognized) reason to 
worry about the effect of the Internet on civic life is 
that people cannot use computers effectively unless 
they have money, skill s, and access to high-speed con-
nections. TI,e cost of computing power is decreasing, 
but at the same tinle the standard equipment used on 
the Internet is growing more complicated every day. 
Consequently, for many the cost of a functional 
Internet connection remains too expensive. In the U.S., 
more than half the population is thought to be online, 
yet income, race, education, and age still predict 
whether people use computers and computer net-
works. Problems of access are far worse in poorer 
countries. According to the United Nations 
Development Programme, the industrial nations are 
home to 15% of the global population and 88% of 
Internet users. In Afri ca, by contrast, only half of one 

percent of the population is online. A quarter of all the 
w orld's countries have less than one telephone for 
every 100 people, which makes widespread Internet 
access look hopeless in the near run. 

To make its research readil y avail able to a broad audi -
ence, the Institute for Philosophy and Public Poli cy pub-
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icy choices; the views presented are not necessarily those 
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