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Abstract: 

The Intemet has a significant impact upon how the individual consuzicts redity. 

Through the engagement of sensory information, individuals constmct models of reality 

upon which they act. This process is influenced by the social environment through 

language and the particular communication environment through which information is 

exchanged. The Internet is a distinct communication environment which has a unique 

effect upon the individual construction of reality. This form of influence has significant 

implications for an individual's understanding of the world. The social environment will 

subsequently be effected by alternative conceptions of reality cognized at the individual 

level. 
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Introduction: 

The exchange of information through the Internet presents a new way of seeing 

and doing things. New kinds of information can be accessed, education and business 

transactions can be conducted online, messages and data cm be exchanged instantly, and 

shared gamin; environments can be created among remotely iocated parties. Al1 of these 

innovations, to name only a few, are made possible by the Internet. These innovations 

have implications for both the individual and society. Studies have been done on how the 

lnternet effects individual behaviors, or social phenornenon. However, what has thus far 

been overlooked by most researchers, is how the Internet effects the individual's 

understanding of reality when information is acquired through the Intemet. This papa 

will argue that the Intemet is a communication environment which structures and limits 

the indi vidual 's understanding of reality. 

This thesis is based upon a theoretical approach called neurophenomenology, 

which is used to explain how an individual understands the world we live in. Using this 

theory, it will be argued that an individual understands the world by first using the senses 

to acquire information, and then processing that information in the brain. The social 

environment impacts this process through the languages used to cornmunicate 

information, the nature of the communication environment, and socially interpreted 

understandings of the world. 

Once these interrelations have been outlined, it will be argued that the internet is a 

distinct social space, which has a unique impact upon how an individual understands the 
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world. 

Before beginning with an examination of neurophenomenology, it is important to 

clarify sorne terminology used throughout this paper. Foremost, the subject of study, the 

Internet, is aptly defined by Benedikt (1991) as "a globally networked, computer- 

sustained, cornputer-accessed, and computer-generated, multidimensional, artificial or 

'virtual' reality. In this reality, to which every [networked] computer is a window, seen 

or heard objets are neither physicai nor, necessarily, representations of physical objects 

but are, rather, in form, character and action, made up of data, or pure information" (122- 

123). This definition accommodates the characterization of the intemet as a social space, 

due to its interconnected dynamic structural composition. 

The terms 'social space' and 'social environment' denote any area within which 

the exchange of information between individuals or groups can occur between al1 parties 

involved. 

'Information' and 'knowledge' are two terms which have closely related 

meanings. Information is data or stimuli which is available to an individual. Knowledge 

is information that has been received and interpreted by an individual. 

Lastly, various terms surrounding the concept of reality will emerge throughout 

this paper. External reality, or the 'operationai environment' refers to al1 entities, known 

or unknown, which constitute the physical universe. The cognitive environment, or 

modeled reality, refers to an individual's understanding and experience of extemal reality. 

So, the question I am asking is: 'how does the lnternet effect how an individual 

understands the world within which s h e  lives?' 



PART I - Individual Modeling of Reality 

Neurophenomenology : 

Before attempting to understand how the Intemet effects the individual 

understanding of reality, i t  i s  important to first examine how the individual understands 

redity in genenl .  This section will present and substantiate the pertinence of Laughlin et 

al's (1990) theoretical approach for explaining how the individual understands reality. 

Their theory argues that reality is a construction of the human brain. dependent upon the 

senses engaging information. Furthemore,  this process is influenced by the social 

environment with which the individual interacts. As previously stated, the Internet is a 

social environment. Thus it wil1 be argued that individual cognitive processes determine 

how information received through the lnternet is understood. 

There is an inherent distinction between the "experiential world that we  actively 

construct for ourselves, [and] the world (induding ourselves) apart from our knowledge 

and experience of it" (Lûughlin & d'Aquili, 1974: pg 4). 

A stmcturalist viewpoint would argue that individuals copit ively create models 

of reality. and then act upon those modeis, rather than upon reality itself. "Our nervous 

system progressively modeis and tests models of reality. Establishing reverberative 

circuits, rnixing and entraining circuits into greater networks, the system regulates sensory 

input, relegation of information processing to appropriate networks, and assignment of 

appropriate action" (Laughlin e t  al, 1990: 82). The process is progressive, and reflects a 



constant reconstruction of models relative to different information engaged by the 

individual. Laughlin et al emphasize the "primacy of the cognized environment, 

[whereby] we normally operate upon our cognized models of reality, and not upon reality 

itself. We quite naturally experience our models of reality as though they are reaiity" 

(Laughlin et al, 1990: 84). The kind of information that the individual engages in the 

construction of reality is thus essential to understanding how an individuai views reality. 

Why Use Neurophenornenology? 

Before examining the specific details of neurophenomenology, it must be clearly 

stated why this approach is more advantageous than other approaches. 

An examination of how reality is socially constructed is presented through the 

work of Berger and Luckmann (1966). Their work provides an understanding of how the 

social environment effects the individual interpretation of reality. However, as a 

foundational theoretical approach, their theory fails to address the indi vidual cognitive 

levels of knowkdge formation, which Laughlin et al highlight as central to the individual 

understanding of reality. 

Further to the work of Berger and Luckmann (1966), John Searle (1995) presents 

an important account of the social environment, which he argues transcends generations. 

Socially constructed and shared understandings of external reality exist independent of 

the individual. All knowledge of reality is influenced by the language of the individual, 

as will be explored in chapter two. As with the work of Berger and Luckrnann, Searle's 

approach fails to sufficiently address how the individual constmcts reality. 



The science and technology studies (STS) approach, including the work of Hess 

(1997), examines the relationship between technological change and society. This is 

another important dimension of how the Intemet relates to the individual understanding 

of reality. However, as with Berger & Luckmann, the individual cognitive level is 

omitted from the equation. Furthermore, an STS approach would examine the Intemet as 

a component of a network, rather than a socid environment. The latter classification 

lends itself more towards an understanding of how the individual is effected by the social 

exchange occumng through the Intemet, as it is viewed as an interactive environment for 

information exchange, rather than a medium of exchange. 

The neurophenomenological approach of Laughlin et ai takes into consideration 

the perspectives of individuals from a range of different societal backgrounds. "This 

means that we must seriously consider other systems of knowledge deveioped in societies 

other than Our own" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 4). A theoretical perspective which is 

sensitive to cultural variety is essential if any meaningful results are to be derived from 

this thesis, as the Intemet already spans across the globe, and promises to reach al1 areas 

of the world in the not too distant future. 

Laughlin et al ( 1990) term their approac h as "anthropology-plus", and highlight i ts 

benefits as: first, "embedding the question of consciousness in ethnology render[ing] the 

scope of inquiry more global relative to culture and more evolutionary relative to our 

species as a whole; [second,] incorporating a transpersonal and a phenomenological 

perspective within ethnology, provid[ing] the broadest range of human experience and the 

data base for recognizing many of the universal aspects of experience, which point to the 



existence of universal structures mediating experience; [and finally] incorporation of the 

neurosciences into ethnology mak[ing] possible a more sophisticated, empirically 

grounded, ontogenetically and phylogenetically relevant theory of the structures of 

expenence" (347). Neurophenomenology presents a broad perspective for grounding 

ontology, encompassing a fundamental understanding of neurocognitive processes across 

a variety of different cultural settings, based on experiential information. 

Due to the individualistic nature of sensory engagement and cognitive information 

processing. and the cross-cultural implications of this study, neurophenomenology is the 

most appropriate perspective to serve as a foundational model for examining how the 

individual is effected by the Internet. 

Modeling Reality 

As previously stated, neurophenomenology is a means of explaining how the 

individual understands the world. Laughlin et al (1990) argue that the brain engages or 

receives information from the operational environment, which they define as extemal 

"reality, the environment, or the world (82), and creates models based on that 

information which represent reality to that particular individual. The cognized 

environment is defined as the "set of countless models" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 83) of 

reality that an individual possesses. Each individual's models will differ depending upon 

the kind of information that is received throughout a lifetime. 

Individuals model reality in a manner which allows for adaptation to the 

environment within which the individual normally operates. One aspect of this 



adaptation is genetically driven, whereby "the relations between the organism and its 

environment [are] a cybernetic loop such that the organism selects its environment while 

being conditioned by it" (Piaget, 1970: 50), reflecting millions of years of genetic 

adaptation. 'The prime function of the brain in adaptation is the construction of a 

cognized environment within which neurocognitive operations may be carried out so that 

the activity of the organism assures its survival and reproduction" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 

140). Under most circumstances, an individuai's mode1 of reality will constitute those 

components of reality best suited to fulfill the goals and objectives of the particular 

indi vidual . 

Our understanding of ourselves is constntcted in the brain. 'The world is one that 

we construct, and in that process we construct ourselves and the experience of ourselves. 

We tend to construct ourselves as nouns in a world of other nouns, a thing in a world of 

other things" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 8). Even Our understanding of ourselves is merely a 

construction of our own cognition, just as "the world of our experience is largely a 

construct of Our nervous system" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 6). To avoid ornitting the 

individual from extemal reality, Husserl proposes the concept of phenomenological 

reductionism, or bracketing, which views "the whole world as placed within the nature- 

setting, and presented in experience as real, taken completely 'free from al1 theory', just 

as it is in reality experienced, and made clearly manifest in and through the linkages of 

Our experiences ... set in brackets, untested indeed but also uncontested" (193 1: 11 1). 

This perspective argues that the individual must be placed in the context of extemal 

reality through a self-reflexive process which integrates the individual into the Iarger 
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milieu of external reality. 

Beyond defining the self, a reflexive process is dso an integral aspect of the 

modeling of reality. The extemal world does not simply impose its presence upon the 

individual. The individual is an active participant in the construction of reality. engaging 

in "a reciprocal feedback relationship between cognition and perception" (Laughlin et al, 

1990: 21). Our existing models of the external environment are as important as new 

information that we engage. "We see the world as we define it and structure it; we adapt 

to those definitions and cybemetically redefine the cognized environment in this overall 

cyclical action" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 257). tndividuals actively engage information and 

compare it to previously conceived models of reality. "Models are k ing  continuousiy 

tested for accuracy against reality and when a significant mismatch occurs between mode1 

and reality, some form of adaptive reorganization may occur" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 88). 

lModels either change or are reified every time the individual engages sensory 

information. 

The empirical ego "is a self-constructing, self-regulating system of 

neurophysiological entrainments emerging in a series of stages in the ontogeny of the 

i ndi vidual. Through constant interaction wi th the operational environment, as constituted 

within its cognized environment, each stage of development replaces and subsumes its 

previous organizations within itself' (Laughlin et al, 1990: 252). The individual 

constructs reality through a reflexive process, whereby the world view of the individual is 

constantly modified based upon the information input and output by the individual. 

"Each action upon the environment produces information and assists in symbolic 



representation of that toward which it is directed" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 254). 

Individuals are thus active participants in the construction of reality, not only through 

cognitive processes, but also through non-cogni tive action-based processes which effect 

reality outside of the individual. 

Perceptud information and cognitive information are both integrated into a 

uni fied construction of reali ty. "Both the cognitive structures and the perceptual content 

lie within fields of transformational activity produced by the nervous system. These 

fields extend beyond and beneath both the cognitive structures that organize, define, and 

act upon the cognized environment and the neurognostic homeomorphogenic penetrations 

from the operational environment, which constitute the phenornenal world as essentially 

presented" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 261). As Our cognitive understanding changes, so too 

does Our perception of reality. If the Internet changes the way we understand reality, it 

wilI also change the way we see reality, and in a cyclical fashion, the way we understand 

what we perceive. 

One could debate Laughlin et al's neurophenomenoiogica1 theory by arguing that 

if an individual's cognitive processes cease to function, and are no longer modeling 

reality, an extemal reality persists independent of the individual, and thus an extemal 

reality exists. In response, Laughlin et al (1990) argue that "the Kantian 'nournena1 

world7 can in fact be known, but never apart from the neurocognitive processes of 

knowing" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 83), because Our awareness is dependent upon cognitive 

processes defining aspects of reality. Therefore, each individual understanding of reality, 

upon which thiit individual operates, is a mode1 of extemal reality. 



Maniputation of Reality 

As Boortsin (1978) and Baudrillard (1983) among others have argued, the 

individual depiction of reality can be easily modified and replaced with a false or 'non- 

consensual' reality. These models of reality are falsified by the individual to mask 

unappealing aspects of extemal reality. A significant number of differences between 

individual models of reality emerge as a result of these circumstances. 

Non-consensual models of redity are socidly constructed, and cannot exist 

without substantiation from the individual or group. 'The existence of observer-relative 

features of the world does not add any new material objects to reality, but it can add 

epistemically objective features to reality where the features in question exist relative to 

observers and users" (Searle, 1995: 10). Models of reality do not always mirnic an 

external reality. Aspects of an individual's model of reality that are virtual manipulate 

aspects of external redity to create individually specific creations, or adaptations of 

real i ty. 

Durkheim's functionalist approach substantiates the claim that non-consensual 

reality is influenced by the social group. Durkheim would argue that it is a manifestation 

of a social fact, which results from either too much integration within a sociai group, or 

too much regulation by the socid group (Durkheim, 195 1). Either of these circumstances 

leads the individuai to deviate from the social nonn, through the creation of a non- 

consensuai model of reality. 

Extemal reality is replaced with false realities that omit the unwanted elements of 

external reality. "Cyberspace refers to an information space in which data is configured 



in such a way as to give the operator the illusion of control, movement and access to 

information, in which he/she can be linked together with a large number of users via a 

puppet-like simulation which operates in a feedback loop to the operator" (Featherstone 

& Burows, 1995: 2-3). The problem with a virtual component in a model of reality is 

that it compromises the ability of the individual to deal with aspects of external redity 

that do not conform to those constmcted by the individual. 

It is important to consider how the manipulation of the rnodeling of reality effects 

the individual, because discrepancies between the ways in which different individuals 

understand reali ty, and discrepancies between w hat the individual rnay constxuct and then 

Iater encounter will present situations of confiict to the individual. The individual may 

not be able to properly cope with this discrepancy, and may not function appropriately 

within the surroundin; environment if the expectations are different from information 

that is being engaged. 

The theory of cognitive dissonance argues that "two elements [beliefs andor 

behaviors] are in a dissonant relation if, considering these two alone, the obverse of one 

elernent would follow from the other" (Festinger, 1957: 13). Although inconsistencies 

between reality and a model of reality can exist, "cognitive inconsistency is unpleasant, 

and gives rise to pressures to reduce it" (Brewer & Crano, 1994: 83). 

The empirical modification cycle (EMC) or equilibratory process "is a process by 

which the functioning of a neural network generates negative and positive feedback from 

the environment via afference. If a discrepancy between expectation and environmental 

input is detected, the neural mode1 may transfomi its structure so that further expectations 



predicated on the structure become increasingly isomorphic with environmental input" 

(Laughlin et al, 1990: 59-60). So Laughlin et al would argue that an individual's non- 

consensual models of reality would be subject to modification if they deviated from 

external reality. Boontin's argument is still applicable in light of the EMC, as "a model 

can be reentrained only so much, only so fast, and only when it is developmentdly ready" 

(Laughlin et al, 1990: 60). Thus the individual's model of reality could continue to 

deviate from extemal reality. The existence of a deviant rnodel will eventuall y either lead 

to the modification of that model based on the engagement of extemal information, 

difficulties for the individual to integrate within society, or will enact changes within the 

social group to conform to the new model. 

Neurophenomenology & Sensory Engagement 

Without a sensory system, an individual would be unable to engage information 

from the extemd world or enact the EMC. The individual would be capable only of self- 

contemplation, and would be unable to either express or retrieve information in a social 

environment. As Laughlin et al argue, "phenornena are sensorial events" (1990: 236). 

The individual modeling of reality is based entirely upon the sensorial engagement of 

information in the external world. 

"It is the brain's job to construct models of the organism's environment that 

moderate between sensory input and response in order to optimize adaptation" (Laughlin 

et al, 199059). The senses serve the brain in the adaptive capacity through the reflexive 

exchange of information with the surrounding environment. Laughlin et al distinguish 



between perception and cognition, whereby the physical qudities of reality are perceived 

by the sensory network of the individual, and transfomed into "dots" of infomation. 

The cognitive system then orders these dots, and creates intemal models of phenomena. 

which we understand to be reality. 

The sensorium is a functional component of the cognitive process. 'The 

sensorium is the functional space within the nervous system wherein the phenomenal 

aspects of the cognized environment are constituted and portrayed in moment-by-moment 

experience. Phenomenal experience is a construction mediated by the moment-by- 

moment reentrainment of perceptual and associative structures" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 

106). Cognitive processes make sense of sensory information, and allow the individuai to 

formulate models based upon this information. 'The observer is never. mder any 

circrrnistances perceiving the norimenon. or the object 'out tlrere '. but is alruuys operuring 

irpon die cognked object constitrited witlzin the sensoriurn of the observer" (Laughlin et 

al, 1990: 337 - italics in original). Information is engaged by the senses and acted upon 

by the brain to formulate an understanding of the information received, relative to 

previously formed models of reality. The kinds of sensory infomation that an individual 

is exposed to (or the omission of certain types of sensory information) has a significant 

impact upon the mode1 of reality that an individual constnicts. 

Existing models of reality also have a significant influence upon how sensoriai 

information is cogni tivel y processed. "Perception does not operate to di fferentiate 

percepts, and cognition may perforrn organizational operations upon percepts, but the 

world of phenomenal experience tends to remain 'stuck together' within sensorial space" 



(Laughlin et al, 1990: 108). If individuals are exposed to limited sensorial information, 

as is the case with sensory information from the Intemet, the individual must rely on 

information from previously conceived models of reality to replace rnissing sensory 

information. For example, the visual depiction of an apple could possess three 

dimensional qualities over the Intemet, but would be unable to provide taste, smell or 

touch information. However, if the individud has previously tasted, smelled or touched 

an apple, then the existing model containing that sensory information could supplement 

the visual image. In this circumstance, the existing model would not be substantiated or 

reified to the same degree as if more complete sensory information were available. The 

adaptive capacity of the individual's model would be diminished in cornparison. 

Societal Influence on Model Construction 

A very powerful source of influence upon the individual construction of models of 

reality is the social environment. As Schutz (1970) States, "al1 interpretation of [the] 

world is based upon a stock of previous experiences of it, Our own expenences and those 

handed down to us  by our parents and teachers, which in the form of 'knowledge at hand' 

function as a scheme of reference" (72). As was previously stated, the modeling of reality 

is an ongoing process. It is continuously developed by an individual from childhood. 

The social environment is instrumental in providing a substantive arnount of information 

about extemal reality to a developing individual during early childhood, and throughout 

the life of the individual. 

A social goup can essentially control the development of models of reality, by 



controlling the type of sensory information an individual receives. "Discrete neural 

networks and models mediate the perception of symbols, and by controlling awareness of 

certain syrnbols, a group may easily control the neural systems brought into play" 

(hughlin et al, 1990: 146). Limiting access to certain types of sensory information will 

ultimately delimit the information understood by the individual. "Society not only 

controls much of the conditioning of neurai entrainments, but is also able to control the 

cognized environments and behaviors of group members by manipuiating objects as 

syrnbols" (Laughlin et ai, 1990: 335). The way information is presented will effect how it 

is assimilated into an individual's mode1 of reaiity. 

Laughlin (1995) defines phases of consciousness as "cognized and labeled 

categones of experience, and their mediating neurocognitive entrainments" (15). ''In any 

society a finite set of possible phases of consciousness is declared normal. Members of 

that society are socialized to recognize the appropriate attributes of these phases and to 

consider them definitive of their own and of other's mindstates" (hughlin et al, 1990: 

142). A normative understanding of how other individuals in a society perceive reality 

wiIl effect how sensory information is engaged and processed by the individual through 

conforrnity to noms. In contrast, models of reality outside of an individual's social 

environment have the potential to contain disparities and thus conflict with an 

individual's normative understanding of the world. 

Disparities can also exist on an individual level, in the form of what Leon 

Festinger termed cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance involves "inconsistencies 

among a personTs cognitions (beliefs, attitudes, values) or between a cognition and 



action" (Brewer & Crano, 1994: 83). An individual will attempt to reduce dissonance 

"through a change in attitudes of beliefs or through a change in behavior" (Brewer & 

Crano, 1994: 83). 

In order to adapt to differences in perspective, reflexive processes allow the 

individual to test sensory information through the emission of information. "Learning of 

cuitural material involves both the transmission of information by members of society 

and the transformation of that information by the equilibratory processes of the recipient's 

neurocognitive structures" (Laughlin et al, 1990:66). The reflexive process is essential 

for substantiation or modification of existing models of reality. "The process of 

integration of knowledge and experience would seem to be very delicate because, we 

beIieve, social constmction of knowledge and the expenence of each individuai are 

involved in a reciprocal feedback system whose properties may be changed in such a way 

that the link between knowledge and experience is broken". (Laughlin et al, 1990: 214). 

"A symbol evokes knowledge about the evoking stimulus, not the process in 

reality that provided the stimulus" (Laughlin et al, 1990: 163). This accounts for 

individual differences in interpretation. The symbol is constmcted to represent the 

original stimulus as understood by the individual, and not necessarily as the original 

stimulus is understood by others. 

it should be emphasized that the social environment is only one aspect of 

individual ontology, albeit an important one - worth separating and studying as an 

individual effect, but other factors are also influential (such as individual self-reflection). 

'The whole approach to individual cognition can only benefit from recognizing the 



individual penon's involvement with institution-building from the very start of the 

cognitive enterprise. Even the simple acts of classifying and remembering are 

institutionalized" (Douglas, 1986: 67). The Internet effects tht: role of the social 

environment, in the modeling of reality by the brain, through the creation of a new means 

of receiving and extemalizing information. "Such technologies as radio, television, print 

and the cornputer, are means of representation and self-presentation. They are media for 

presenting ourselves to ourseIves and to others, and as such they invite a definition or 

redefinition of the self' (Bolter, Jay in Strate, Jacobson & Gibson). The internet is a 

medium which empowers more people to present themselves more easily than other 

forrns of media, thus exacerbating the above process. 

Before continuing with a more detailed examination of social factors which effect 

the individual modeling of reality, it is important to revisit and further explicate how the 

individual engages information through the senses. 

Sensory Engagement: 

The senses are essential tools which we use in the process of intemalizing 

objective reality. In order to engage information around us, we see, touch, listen, taste 

and smell the surrounding environment. Without sensory engagement, individuals could 

not obtain any information about the world extemal to the individual psyche. "The mind 

is designed to respond actively to continuous information from an environment" (Moser, 

1979: 54). The senses are the mechanism required for this process to occur. 
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The goals of this section are twofold. First, to examine the process of sensory 

engagement in order to delineate the means through which information from external 

reality is acquired. Second, to illustnte that the sensory engagement process is adversely 

effected when an individual exchanges information using the Internet. 

Process of Sensory Engagement 

The hurnan k ing  has five different senses which respectively engage different 

aspects of the environment external to us. The senses respond to stimulus properties of 

the environment, such as the "surrounding quality; muf ti-modal property; presence of 

peri pherai stimulation; [or] presence of too much information" (Ittelson, 1973: 14). Thus, 

individuals actively interpret information from the environment, as opposed to being 

passive receivers of information. 

Human senses interpret information from the external environment and create 

structural associations as interpretive measures of reality. "It is the body that is in the 

world and it is through the body and by means of its sense organs that the world is 

perceived" (Harris, 1974: pg 29). The individual modeling of reality is structured by the 

sensory data emitted from the external environment, which leads to the formation of 

simiIar structures representing external reality in the human brain. 

As Classen, Howes and Synnott note, the perception of sensory information 

consists of both the sensation of stimuli, and the cognitive information associated with 

those stimuli (1994: 2). They argue that the cognitive understanding of sensory 

information is defined by a cultural group. Therefore, individuals interpret the meaning 



of sights, sounds, tastes, smells. or touch, based on the meaning attributed to the sensation 

by the cultural group to which the individual belongs. 

Variations exist between individuals due to both the kind of information engaged, 

and the meaning systems which an individual already possesses. A number of factors 

will influence the manner in which information is constmcted into an individual's mode1 

of reality. "Numerous psychological experiments give testimony to the fact that there is 

no such thing as purely uniform and undifferentiated sensation" (Harris, 1974: pg 48). but 

rather the sensation of reality is dependent upon the previous contextualization of reality 

into a frame of understanding the world. Both the influence of the physical and social 

environments are of significant relevance to the rnanner in which sensory information is 

deciphered by the individual. 

The structure of elements within external reality, or forms of rnatter, have 

characteristics unique to each element. For exarnple, oxygen has characteristics that are 

unique from those of magnesium. The same ntionaie applies for unique coilections of 

etements. For exarnple, the characteristics of steel are distinct from those of plastic. 

Humans derive meaning from the characteristics of each element or collection of 

eIements through the senses. It is the sensory perception of the characteristics of forms of 

matter that Ieads to the creation of knowledge. The means through which knowledge is 

created is thus limited partially by the nature of external reality, and the kind of 

information that is made available to the individual. As was rnentioned earlier, an 

individual's existing modeis of reality will also impart an influence upon how 

information is perceived. 



The individual development of knowledge occurs in the cognitive system, which 

is independent of the sensory system, although the two systems operate interdependently. 

"The perceptual systems, including the nerve centers at various levels up to the brain, are 

ways of seeking and extracting information about the environment from the flowing array 

of ambient energy" (Gibson, 1966: 5). It is through cognitive processes, which draw 

upon information collected by sensory engagement, that knowledge is developed. Hurnan 

cognitive processes are, subsequently, stmctured by language systems, as wilI be explored 

later, which also act to prescribe meaning to the interpretation of information. 

Relevance to Knowledge Construction 

Taken from two extreme viewpoints, external reality is either imposed upon us, 

whereby everything we encounter has an influence upon how we construct knowledge; or 

individuals filter al1 information, and thus on1 y construct knowledge systems based upon 

the information they cognitively process. 

It should be reiterated that "the perceptual senses are faculties for acquisition of 

knowledge about what is currently perceptible in one's environment" (Hacker, 1987: 63). 

distinct from cognitive processes of interpretation which formulate knowledge from 

information perceived through the senses. 

Gibson argues that "the senses cm obtain information about objects in the world 

without the intervention of an intellectual process" (1966: 2). However, the brain utilizes 

information engaged by the senses in the formulation of knowledge, or the modification 

of existing knowledge. Individuais select and filter ail information from externai reality, 



and constnict models of reality based on cognitively processed information, or 

know ledge. 

Hacker (1987) ernphasizes the inter-linkag between perception and sensation, 

whereby the human senses are tools of perception used in the interpretation of reality. 

Sensory perception facilitates the construction of individual realities, through establishing 

the means for acquinng information from the world. So, sensory engagement itself plays 

a supponive role, albeit an essential one, in the construction of knowledge, but ultimately 

the individual chooses what aspects of reality to process. 

Individual models of reality are dependent upon information emitted from 

external reality. 'The awareness of an object must result from some causal sequence in 

which the object plays a role, even if, as subjects of the awareness, we are not directly 

aware of the causal sequence" (Kelly, 1986: pg 36). Individual conceptions of reaIity 

develop because of the way that the basic elements of life: have evolved, and continue to 

develop and change; have been manipulated by people in the past; and are defined today 

and accepted as commonly understood views of the world, which is also structured or 

limited by the state of the structure. "Our senses have no capacity to create objects of 

awareness; they can only respond, in determinate ways, to external objects" (Kelly, 1986: 

pg 42). An example given by Kelly (1986: pg 32) is the creation of a unicom, which is a 

fictional entity. Although the object itself is not a part of the real world, it is created 

through the manipulation of real objects, or the combination of a horse, and a horn. 

Thought processes have the same dependency upon an extemal reality. "Every perceived 

object [or aspect of external reality] is distinguished within a setting of relationships 



which are thernselves part of the structure of the known world (Harris, 1974: pg 49). and 

thus the contextual environment within which knowledge is prceived, also exerts an 

influence upon the individual construction of reality. Even the creation of fantastic 

objects, such as the maps of Prester John's kingdom, were founded in a knowledge of the 

geographic area thought to surround the kingdom. Without an existing understanding of 

the concept of a kingdom the resultant maps could not have emerged. 

Sensory Engagement & the Internet 

The Intemet, as a communication environment, provides a unique forum for 

sensory engagement. In its current form. the htemet only allows for the exchange of 

limited kinds of sensory information'. Only visual and auditory information can be 

exchanged, and visual information is the most prominent information exchanged over the 

Internet. This limitation has an effect upon the kinds of information that are engaged by 

the senses in this particular environment. Furthermore, the digital replication of reality, 

and engagement of this reproduction, rather than reality itself also has an effect upon an 

individual's understanding of reality. 

One of the greatest delimiting factors is the absence of information in virtual 

reali ty that would normally be present in the real world. For exarnple, an individual 

visiting St.Paul's Cathedra1 in person can smell and touch the surroundings, while a 

The Intemet is a virtual reality, which has as its goal the replication of the real world. In 
the future, it is conceivable that virtual realities will replicate the real world to a much 
greater extent, and thus allow for the exchange of al1 different forms of sensory 
information (including not just sight and sound, but taste, smell and touch as well). 



virtual visitor can only receive a digital interpretation of reality. Being submerged within 

the Cathedrai and surrounded by the design and atrnosphere of the Cathedral is a very 

different experience than visiting the Cathedral over the Internet. Even though it is 

possible to visually display al1 aspects of the Cathedral, and have a live audio feed to the 

virtual visitor, the kind of information that the real visitor derives would be far more 

comprehensive and detailed than the virtual visitor. The sensory information available 

through the Intemet would thus contain less information, in contrast to engaging the 

information in person. 

The digital reproduction of reality takes the engagement of information out of the 

context in which it normally occurs. For example, al1 of the sensory information related 

to a mid-Atlantic tropical storm could conceivably be experienced from the comfon of 

one's home. However, despite the possibility of precisely duplicating al1 sensory 

information, the experience derived from the home would differ significantly from that of 

a sailor physically located in the mid-Atlantic during a storm. With the advent of mobile 

'wearable' computer systems', the manipulation of contextually-relevant sensory 

information is enhanced even funher. The user is detached from the 'traditional' means 

of engaging information from the intemet through a desktop computer, to that of any 

physical location. 

The information that is transmitted over the Internet is limited by standardization 

measures. Information exchange protocoIs of the htemet, which are required in order for 

computers to exchiinge information, limit how the information is presented. For example, 

'See http://www.wearcomp.org 



the presentation of text is largely lirnited to standard fonts. size, and layout. This limits 

variability between different individuals, and removes a substantiai amount of 

individualization from the process of information exchange. 

Aithough the intemet is heralded as an asymrnetric communication environment, 

in  many cases the dynamic nature of the Intemet is very Iirnited. The scope of sensory 

information available is controlled by the host of the information. With only lirnited 

engagement capabilities, an individual's empirïcal modification cycle cannot function 

properly. Without receiving feedback from external reality, information is imposed upon, 

rather than imparted to, an individual. A number of new developments are emerging in 

the Internet community to improve the ease with which information can be dpamically 

exchanged. Cold  usi ion', ASP, and ~ h p  progmming languages allow the end-user to 

access and modify information in a database from an online source. The above 

technologies facilitate the dynamic exchange of information, however the scope of 

sensory information available is still governed by the source of the information. 

Despite the limits on serisory information available through the Intemet, it is still a 

powerful environment for the exchange of information. Existing meaning systems 

provide substantiai descriptive terminology to supplernent missing sensory information. 

In addition to the visual and auditory information available, a detailed description could 

be related of the smells, tastes, and feelings of a particular experience, that would allow 

'Sec http://www.allaire.com/coldfusion 

'See h ttp://www.microsoft~com/ 

'Sec http://www.php.net 



the individucil to understand to some extent the kind of sensory information that is k ing  

missed. 

The Internet has limited functionality in terms of communicating sensory 

information between individuals. However, this shortcoming is largely overcome by 

knowledge contained within an individual's existing models of reality. This knowledge 

is to a large extent socially contnved. As will be illustrated in the following section. the 

social environment plays a significant rote in the formation of individual models of 

reality. 

PART II - The Social Influence 

In the preceding pages it was argued that the individual creates models of reality, 

based upon information from extemal reality which is engaged through the senses. That 

information is significantly influenced by the social environment through commonly 

shared languages. the communication environment in which information is exchanged, 

and socially constructed models of reality. The Intemet is a unique social environment, 

as will be explored in part three. The goal of this section is to illustrate the significance 

of social factors upon the individual modeling of reality. 



Language: 

Language is the core element upon which ai1 knowledge is formulated. 

"Language can be defined as a rule-governed symbol system that allows its users to 

generate meaning and, in the process, to define reality" (Trenholm, 1995: 82). Language 

not only includes both spoken and wntten means of exchange, but also includes other 

forms of exchange such as non-verbal, sign-based exchange, o r  even electnc-signal based 

symbol systems, such as computer languaps. The social environment is instrumentai in 

the formation of language systems; thus, language is socially constructed. It will be 

argued that language dictates how individuals think, and subsequently how individuals 

model reality. The exarnination ûf language in relation to the neurophenomenologicaI 

model is critical, as the Intemet employs many new uses of Ianguage, as will be explored 

in examining the Intemet as a distinct social space. 

Socially Constructed 

Language is used to define elements of reality. Furthemore, language is used to 

describe and undentand the particularities of reality. "The common objectivations of 

everyday life are maintained prirnarily by linguistic signification. Everyday life is, above 

d l ,  Iife with and by means of the language 1 share with my fellowmen" (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966: 35). The emphasis here, is of course the social environment, as a 

shared environment with others. It is in the socially defined understandings of external 

reality, which are communicated through language, that social systems are founded, and 



are dependent upon. 

The exchange of information is largely dependent upon a structured language 

sysrem, whereby a common understanding of information is shared among the memben 

of a grooup of people. "Language objectivates shared experiences and makes them 

available to al1 within the linguistic comrnunity, thus becoming both the basis and the 

instrument of the colIective stock of knowledge. Language provides the means for 

objectifying new experiences. allowing their incorporation into the already existing stock 

of knowiedge, and it is the most important means by which the objectivated and 

objectified sedimentations are transmitted in the tradition of the collectivity in question" 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 68).  A social group develops language systems over time in 

an ongoing process of refinement. 

Luckrnann (1983) extends the daim that "the actual use of language is determined 

by communicative matrices that are embedded in - and socially controlled by - 

institutions, groups, classes" (90). The language system of a social group is to some 

extent defined by forma1 organizations. Groups of individuals that collect to form an 

institutional arrangement, do so as a result of a common understanding of reality, 

expressed through a shared languap system. 'The feature of language essential for the 

constitution of institutional facts is the existence of symbolic devices, such as words, that 

by con vention mean or represent or symbolize something beyond themselves" (Searle, 

1995: 60). Institutional arrangements are thus both formed and expressed through 

language systems. An example particular to the Intemet, would be the W3 organization, 

whom oversee the development of the Intemet, and have a shared understanding of the 



functional requisites and the technical structure of the Internet. The W3 defines language 

elements which constitute the exchange protocols used by the Internet. 

"Real worlds created by human cultures for the penons operating within them are 

inescapably dependent upon the structure of their symbolic systems" (Holzner. 1968: 35). 

which includes language systems. "No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be 

considered as representing the same social reality" (Sapir, 1988: 145). Disparities in 

views of extemal reality can be linked to the language of the individual, and the socially 

constructed views of reality residing in the language system. 

In order for any kind of knowledge to be publically communicated a commonly 

understood system of syrnbols or symbolic meanings, such as a language. is necessary to 

insure that al1 recipients undentand the intention of the sender. 'The vernacular of 

everyday life is primarily a language of named things and events, and any name includes a 

typification and generalization refemng to the relevance system prevailing in the 

linguistic in-group" (Schutz. 1970: 98). Meanings shared between individuals are the 

fundamental bais of knowledge, as without a shared meaning system, or a language, 

information could not be exchanged. This is a distinguishing factor in human evolution. 

In summarizing Scheler, Ranly States that "man shows his essential superiority to lower 

animals by his ability to undentand (verstehen) the meaning of his social experience and 

to translate and communicate his understanding through language" (1966: 72). What the 

terminology represents in external reality is not the ultimate source of knowledge. 

Rather, the interpretation of extemal reality through language, which provides a shared or 

common understanding of extemal reality serves as the source of knowledge. 



Language & Cognition 

The language systems which humans use to communicate information between 

individuals, structures the way we think. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis argues that "the 

structure of a human king's language influences the manner in which he understands 

reality and behaves with respect to it" (Whorf, 1956: 23). The human brain draws upon 

language to process information using the learned structure of linguistic systems. 

Individual cognitive processes are dependent upon Iinguistic systems. "Only in a 

quite limited sense does the single individual create out of himself the mode of speech 

and of thought we attribute to him. He speaks the language of his group; he thinks in the 

rnanner in which his group thinks" (Mannheim, 1946: 2). Individual models of reality. as 

constructed through the interpretation of information collected by the senses, are lirnited 

by the terminology attnbuted to components of reality. 

Individuals do not perceive reality construction as k i n g  limited by a structured 

ianguage system, as "the red world is to a large extent unconsciously built upon the 

ianguage habits of the group" (Sapir, 1988: 145). The language we use to create reality is 

a paradigm, which limits Our ability to conceive of redity in alternate ways. This 

limitation is largely unnoticed as our thought processes are developed in synchronicity 

with the development of language. 

Modeling of Reality 

Although the real world is largely open to individual interpretation, the 

construction of reality by the individual is stnictured by language. "We see hear and 



otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of our community 

predispose certain choices of interpretation" (Sapir, 1988: 145). The development of 

knowledge from sensory engagement is limited by the language with which knowledge is 

constructed. 

As previously stated, reality construction is a process of "interpretation and re- 

interpretation of experience" (Holzner, 1968: 15). Language facilitates the re- 

interpretation of the reai world as constructed in an individual's mode1 of reality. 

Individuals engage extemal reality through a predefined view which is structured by 

language. 

A11 knowledge is dependent upon "the observer's perspective or frame of 

reference, the structure of the symbolic system he uses, its anchorage in his experience, 

and by the niles that specify particular ways and channels of comrnunicating the resulting 

meanings to others" (Holzner, 1968: 23). Language thus impacts upon both the thought 

processes for the cognitive development of knowledge, and the communicative means 

through which knowledge is den ved from the social environment. 

Communication Environment: 

A communication environment is the inculcation of "communication including 

verbal and non-verbal aspects of social interaction as well as those material objects which 

represent by a setting for and artifact of, the processes of social communication" (Foote, 

1983: 25). Models of reality are influenced by the nature of the environment through 
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which information is exchanged or communicated. 

As the last section illustrated, a commonly understood Imguage system has an 

effect upon the individual modeling of reaiity. Linguistic exchange is dependent upon a 

communication environment. The existence of communication environments. or social 

spaces, thus precedes socially defined means of exchanging information, or the formation 

of languages. 

Communication, as either linguistic expression or non-verbal behavioral acts6, 

allows for the exchange of information between individuals who hold a shared 

understanding of a set of signs or symbols. Communication thus acts as both an 

externalizing agent or internalizing process in the empirical modification cycle. 

Habermas' "communicative mode1 of action presupposes language as a medium of 

uncurtailed communication whereby speakers and hearers, out of the context of their 

preinterpreted lifeworld, refer simultaneously to things in the objective, social and 

subjective worlds in order to negotiate common definitions of the situation" (Habermas, 

198 1: 95). The communication environment makes possible the exchange of information 

between individuais, and also ailows for symbolic associations between aspects of reality 

and a social understanding of that reality. 

The exchange of information between individuals across tirne, leads to 

collectively defined interpretations of reality, which is necessary for social coexistence. 

For a complete description of non-verbal communication see the work of Adler & 
Rodman (1994); Richmond & McCroskey (1995); Barker & Gaut (1996); Trenholm 
( 1995)- 



"It is through the action of cornmunicating that society actually operates and evolves; this 

process is encornpassed and structured by the actors' lifeworlds" (Wallace & Wolf, 1995: 

123) or models of reality. Without a shared communication environment, a social 

environment is impossible. Individuals must be able to exchange information in order to 

develop any kind of shared understanding of extemal reality. 

Theory of Communicative Action 

Jurgen Habermas (1981) elicits a distinction between the objective world, the 

social world, and the subjective world (100) which corresponds to the 

neurophenomenologica1 model. External reality consists of the objective and social 

worlds, and an individual's model of reality is the subjective world. The distinction 

between objective and social worlds is very relevant due to the significant influence of the 

social world upon the individual modeling of reality. 

Habermas defines "the concept of communicative actim [as] the interaction of at 

least two subjects capable of speech and action who establish interpersonal relations 

(whether verbal or by extra-verbal means)" (198 1: 86). The communication act is the 

micro-level action that contnbutes to the larger macro-level construction of reality. It is 

the combined collection of the communicative acts of al1 individuals which defines the 

social world. The degree to which the social world is defined by an individual is 

dependent upon factors of immersion within the environment. The more an individual is 

immersed within a social environment, and actively contributes information to that 

environment, the greater potential there is for that individual to influence external reality. 



At the sarne time, however, increased emersion in a social environment also creates 

weater potential for an individual to be influenced by the social world. The Intemet û 

extends the sphere of influence across geographic boundaries, and to a greater audience of 

individuals. 

The exchange of information in a social environment transpires in a reflexive 

manner. "Action domains which are primarily integrated socially behave 

asyrnmetricall y" (Habermas, 199 1 : 257). In order for the individuai to piay an active role 

in a social environment, the environment must allow for the exchange of information in a 

two-way process between indi viduals. Therefore, television and radio do not facilitate 

individual input into the social environment, but nther are transmissive mediums for the 

communication of information. The distinction is important, because the individual 

cannot interactively effect information broadcast over the television or radio (at least not 

directly). The Internet, however, allows to a very large extent, for the reflexive exchange 

of information. 

ComrnonIy, individuals of similar socio-economic status, similar ethnic 

background, or similar political views tend to share commonalities in the way reality is 

modeled. "Cultural interpetive systems or worldviews reflect the background knowledge 

of social groups and guarantee an interconnection among the multiplicity of their action 

orientations" (Habermas, 198 1 : 43). The behavioral actions of the members of that group 

can be predicted by understanding how they perceive reality. Of course every individual 

has the potential for a unique outlook on the real world, but there are definite subsets of 

knowledge that exist in both informa1 subgroups, and institutional sub-groups (as will be 



further explored below). 

If a shared undentanding of reality is plagued with doubt and uncenainty, or  is not 

commonly accepted by al1 members of the group, an individuai's model of reality will be 

challenged to a greater degree than an individuai belonging to a group with a clearly 

defined understanding of reality. 'The more the world view that fumishes the cultural 

stock of knowledge is decentered, the less the need for understanding is covered in 

advance by an interpreted Iifeworld immunce from critique, and the more this need has to 

be met by the interpretive accomplishments of the participants themselves" (Habermas, 

198 1 : 70). A well substantiated social interpretation of reaiity thus has a powerful effect 

upon how an individual will model reality. The functional capacity of a communication 

environment to support a socially agreed upon understanding of reality will effect the 

degree to which an individual interrelates with sociaily constructed models of reality. 

The Built Environment 

The objective world is also influenced by the social world through the built 

environment, or the physical environrnent as designed or  manipulated by humans. The 

built environment communicates information to the individual based on the structural 

composition or functional attributes of the environment. The Lnternet is, structurally 

speaking, an element of the built environment, and functions as  an aspect of the built 

environment through influencing communicative exchange. 

The built environment is an expression of the models of reality belonging to 

individuals or groups of people. The built environrnent is a collection of "syrnbols 



representing ideas and practices in the social realm" (Gutman, 1976: 43). This 

information is communicated to others through the built environment itself as an 

expression of individually or socially conceived models of reality. There is, therefore, 

purpose or i ntent underl ying the built environment. "Who communicates with whom, 

under what conditions, when, where, in which context, how, and so on are important 

ways in which the built environment and social organization are linked" (Rapoport, 1976: 

19). just as an individual's modeling of reality and the built environment are Iinked and 

related. 

The intent is not to argue that the built environment directs the modeling of 

reality. 'The human self has a remarkable capacity for absorbing and intemalizing the 

stimuli administered to it by the environment, but it also has astounding powers of 

resistance" (Gutman, 1976: 47). To reiterate what was established earlier, the individual 

is pro-active in modeling reality, rather than a mere recipient of incoming information. 

The more effective1 y a communication environment facili tates social exchange, 

the srenter the potentiül for the social environment to affect an individual's model of 

reality. An effective communication environment thus facilitates the adoption of social 

constructions of reality. The Internet is a highly effective social space, as will be argued 

later. It is imperative at this point to explore how an individual's model of reality is 

effected by the socially defined interpretation of reality. 



The Social Construction of Reality: 

Influence of the Individual 

The social construction of reality is highly dependent upon knowledge created 

through generations of individuals, or a social stock of knowledge. Furthemore, the 

social environment is continuously built from the input of individuals within the society, 

both through the substantiation of existing knowIedge, and the modification of knowledge 

or creation of new knowledge. Individuals are socialized by exposure to elements of the 

social stock of knowledge. It is from this knowledge that people develop an 

understanding of reality, and it is within different frameworks of viewing reality that 

people in different societies understand the world differently. "Roles appear as soon as a 

common stock of knowledge containing reciprocal typifications of conduct is in process 

of formation, a process that, as we have seen, is endemic to social interaction and prior to 

institutionalization proper" (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 74). Languages, for example, are 

vital elements in the social stock of knowledge, which have developed over many 

generations. Despite the apparent objectification of the social stock of knowledge, "both 

in its genesis (social order is the result of past human activity) and its existence in any 

instant of time (social order exists only and insofar as human activity continues to 

produce it) it is a human product" (Berger & Luckrnann, 1966: 52). 

How does an individual's modeling of reality, relate to the common stock of 

knowiedge in a society? "The symboiic universe provides order for the subjective 

apprehension of biographical experîence. Experiences belonging to different spheres of 
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reality are integrated by incorporation in the same, overanihing univene of meaning" 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 97). So, fundarnentally ail individuals in a society relate to a 

common frame of reference, that k ing the same symbolic universe, within which 

individual conceptions of reaiity are derived. "Different objects present themselves to 

consciousness as constituents of different spheres of reality" (Berger & Luckmann, 

l966:2 1). Di fferences in perspective are inherent due to the immense amount of 

information from which knowledge is created. and the possibilities for combinations of 

in formation and the effects that di fferent combinations of information have upon 

individual models. 

A societies' common stock of knowledge is constantly altered by individuals in 

the society. 'The social reaiity of everyday life is apprehended in a continuum of 

typifications, which are progressively anonymous as they are removed from the 'here and 

now' of the face-to-face situation" (Berger & Luckmann. 1966: 33). A stock of 

knowledge is not a pre-packaged body of ideas and meanings that can be captured at any 

moment in time. Situations change, ideas change, and Iife changes. These changes are 

reflected in how members of a society view the world. With each change in social 

conduct, modifications are made to the social stock of knowledge. The reification 

process is constantly ongoing which keeps the stock of knowledge contemporary. 

An essential factor in the rei fication process is the communicative environment. 

If the environment facilitates communicative exchange then the process will be more 

dynamic, more engaging, and more thorough. The stock of knowledge developed in a 

supportive communication environment will encompass a broader scope of comrnonly 



understood rneanings, and a more systematically scrutinized body of knowledge. The 

lnternet is a communication environment which facilitates the ongoing exchange of 

information, and as a result, the dynamic modification of social knowledge. 

Wi thout the syrnbolic representation of reali ty, or an aspect thereof, knowledge 

cannot be shared between individuals. Furthermore, as previously illustrated, a 

communication environment is required for the process of reality construction to occur 

(or knowledge building). The process then follows that: a society must establish a shared 

understanding of a symbol system (such as a language); knowledge is then formed 

through the formulation of symbols or language into meaning; the knowledge base of a 

society is the resultant collection of different formulations of symbols into meanings 

(which are constantly changïng with the addition of further formulations or the 

modification of existing ones). The diffusion of a knowledge base is dependent upon a 

communication environment. Furthermore. a change in the knowledge base is dependent 

upon a language or symbol system. These social factors influence the way reality is 

modeIed. 

Social Influence on the Individual 

A significant amount of influence upon individual models of reality is attributable 

to the social environment. "Environment perception is largely a social phenomenon" 

(Ittelson, 1973: 15). A culture or society has shared understandings about extemal reality, 

which have influences independent of those emitted from external reality itself. The 

social world with which an individual has contact, delivers messages regarding how the 



ex temal worid has been normative1 y defined. As Parsons argues, "people internalize the 

values of a society; that is they make the social values of the cultural system their own by 

leming from other actors in the social system what is expected of them" (Wallace & 

Wolf, 1995: pg 30). Post Modemism stresses the "piurd nature of reality and the 

inherently unstable and shifting nature of the subject and individual consciousness" 

(Wallace & Wolf, 1995: pg 345). Individual constructions of reality will thus change 

depending upon information engaged in the external environment. 

In order for the individual to participate in the social environment, an 

understanding of the meaning system must first be developed. "In the life of every 

individual, there is a temporal sequence, in the course of which he is inducted into 

participation in the societal dialectic. The beginning point of the process is 

internalization: the immediate apprehension or interpretation of an objective event as 

expressing meaning, that is of manifestation of another's subjective processes which 

thereby becomes subjective1 y meaningful to myself' (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 1 19). 

This process of socialization, which occurs over the course of a Iifetime, is essential for 

individual participation in the social construction of knowledge. 

The individual is Iimited in his or her ability to participate in the social 

construction of reality by time. Both the finite nature of time, which limits the span of 

time for which an individual exists, and temporal sequences which are imposed upon the 

individual by a society, limit the ability of the individual to contribute to the social 

construction of reality. 

Individual cognition is largely dependent upon the social environment to teach the 



individual about the extemal world. Language, symbols, and knowledge are al1 

constructed within the social environment. "Not only the content of knowledge and the 

very choice of objects are conditioned by the dominating social interests. but the forms of 

the spiritual acts of knowledge themselves are necessarîly sociological and are mutually 

conditioned in and through the structure of the society in which they occur" (Ranly, 1966: 

73). Education rests upon models of reality created by others; the exchange of 

information is structured by the language through which information is exchanged; and 

the symbolic representation of reality resides in previously conceptualized definitions of 

reality. 

Without a social setting, an individual's understanding of reality would be limited 

to his or her degree of exposure to, or experience in. the world. "In the context of social 

life the various experiences of reality must be recognized as socially maintained 

constructions" (Holzner, 1968: 13). Individuak constantly reflect upon the social 

environment for substantiation of the reality they construct (to resolve cognitive 

dissonance, as was exarnined earlier). Changes in models of reality are largely 

attnbutable to normative conceptions of knowledge accepted by society. 

If an individual conception of reality differs from that of the social group to which 

the individual belongs, reality shock may occur, which Holzner defines as occumng when 

"social support for our interpretation of reality is withdrawn" (1968: 11). A reorientation 

of individual reality to conforrn to socially prescribed knowledge is a common means of 

resolving reality shock. 

The social environment has a funher influence upon the individual construction of 



reality, through the intemelationship between the social environment and the physical 

environment, defined as the built environment. The social manipulation of the physica1 

environment into structures reflecting social interests, contain both information from the 

physical characteristics of the entity, and socially understood prescriptions that invoked 

the development of the built structure. 

The social construction of reality entails the contribution of a social group to an 

individual's understanding of the world- "For a large class of utterances, each individual 

utterance requires for its intelligibility a publically accessible reality" (Searle, 1995: 190). 

We derive the ability to constnict knowledge from the social group (through language; 

and with reflection upon previous conceptions of reality). This knowledge base is shared 

in common by members of a social group, irrespective of ideology, the foundations upon 

which an ideology can be based. Thus reality is constructed through the formulation of 

language into meaning. For example, doctors argue that smoking will kill you 

prematurely. This utterance can be disputed either in favor or against the statement, but 

without the original statement there is nothing to contest. Therefore, social reality is 

understood through a collection of meaningful language expressions, and knowledge is 

terrninologically driven. 

As was stated previously, language is used to symbolize or represent objective 

reality using standardized terminology that can be shared arnong a collective of 

individuals. "Statements are attempts to describe how things are in the world, which 

exists independently of the statement'? (Searle, L995: ZOO), as are symbols or signs of the 

objects they represent. For example, 'snow is white' is meaningful only because the 



social group has a shared understanding of: 'snow', k ing  a solidified form of water, 'is', 

meaning definitive of; and 'white', k ing  the color white. Al1 the terms are in fact 

arbitrary, in that 'snow is black' could as easily mean the same thing if the term 'black' 

were assigned the meaning we commonly understand as 'white*. ''The aim of the 

statement is to get its propositional content to match an independently existing reality, not 

to change reality to match the propositional content" (Searle, 1995: 217). Models of 

reali ty are thus constructed from a series of descriptive terminology. which represents 

aspects of external reality. 

The act of "socialization [involves] the comprehensive and consistent induction of 

an individual into the objective world of a society or a sector of it" (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966: 120). This process is both essential in order for the individual to be able to 

participate in the society, and in order for the society to grow and change in response to 

the behaviorai aspects of the constituent members of the society. 

The process of knowledge construction involves a reflexive process of knowledge 

exchange among members of a society. 'The individual member of society, 

simultaneously externalizes his own being into the social world and intemalizes it as an 

objective reality" (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 119). The social construction of 

knowledge thus evolves as a process of individual reification from the social collective. 

"The social processes involved in both the formation and maintenance of identity are 

determined by the social structure. Conversely, the identities produced by the interplay of 

organism, individual consciousness and social structure reac t upon the given social 

structure, maintaining it, modifying it, or even reshaping it" (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 



159). In order for knowledge to be socially constructed, it must be social ly substantiated. 

It is important to note however that extemalization is not necessary for extemal 

reality to exist (it already exists as physical states and the collective body of knowledge). 

However, extemalization is necessary for internalization to occur. An extemdizing act, 

even as simple as consciousness or awareness is necessary to invoke intemalization. 

Some form of behavior or action is required. 

Extemal reality c m  change without social reality changing, because external 

reality is individually modeled. This argument allows for the existence of multiple 

realities (as each is understood from the perspective of the individual). An exarnple of 

this is if two strangers meet, and thus expand their knowledge of the world by 

understanding the others' conception of reality. Does this change the total body of 

knowledge? 1s there such a thing? Some knowledge will never be known by al], so can it 

be considered social knowledge? In sumrnarïzing Wittgenstein's propositions, Bloor 

states that "the facts of meaning are the facts of institutional membership. Meaning is a 

social phenornenon" (1997: 134). 

Can a social environment also be a social structure? Yes, for example, the House 

of Comrnons is an environment for voicing political opinion. It is also a structure of 

society, functioning as a political center. The Intemet can also be considered as both a 

communicative environment, and a social structure. 

Societal Differences 

The social ly accepted normative understanding of reali ty differs between 



societies, and to a lesser extent within societies, including the social understanding of the 

built environment. For example, our understanding of time is defined by units of 

measurement (seconds, minutes, hours, days, years), which were themselves defined by 

physical States (for example, the motion of the earth on its axis, as it completes one 

rotation in 24 hours); yet the terminology was defined by the social environment. The 

terminologically dnven understanding of the concept of time is specific to a group's 

common use of that terminology. A recent atternpt was proposed to institute an 

alternative measure of time, Internet time7, which deviates from the cornmonly agreed 

upon conception of time. 

The variability in world-views can be easily attributed to the vast possibility for 

variation in the socialization process. "Many of the traditionally perceived differences 

among people of different social 'groups', different stages of socialization, and different 

levels of authority were supported by the division of people into very different 

expenential worlds" (Meyrowitz, 1985: 5). Each individual will be exposed to varying 

elements of reality, dependent upon the social environment within which the individuai 

develops. The social environment has a substantial effect upon what aspects of reality the 

individual is exposed to, the context of that exposure, and the resultant effects- 

Different collections of information, forrnulated into specific meaning systems, or 

world views are representative of varying social or cultural gatherings. "Specific 

agglomerations of 'reali ty' and 'knowledge' pertain to speci fic social contexts" (Berger & 

Luckrnann, 1966: 3). Groups of individuals will fonn like-minded views of reality due to 

7 See http://wx4u.com/itime.asp 



a commonly understood knowledge base. 

Institutional Environment 

The foundation of sociall y constructed knowledge depends largely upon collective 

bodies of individuals. This applies not only to larger social groups of individuais, but 

also to sub-groups of individuals within a society, or institutions. "Institutional facts are 

so called because they require human institutions for their existence7' (Searle, 1995: 2). 

For example, money is, as a physical entity, simply colored paper. The institution of state 

authonty substantiates the assignment of monetary value to that specific type of paper. If 

Hasbro was to proclaim that Monopoly money will replace 'real' money, their 

proclamation would not be taken seriously unless validated by the govemment body. 

The social creation of knowledge is effected to a significant degree by the 

formation of groups by individuals in a society. Groups usually serve to represent 

common interests of individuals, and thus act as collectives of like-rninded individuals. 

'The habitualizations and typifications undertaken in the common life of A and B, 

formations that until this point still had the quality of ad hoc conceptions of iwo 

individuals, now become historical institutions" (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 58). This 

kind of lobbying power has a significant influence upon how knowledge is formulated. 

The scope of knowledge is limited by the willingness and ability of the goup to explore 

diverse perspectives. 

According to Searle, "the characteristic institutional move, is that fom of 

collective intentionality that constitutes the acceptance, recognition, etc., of phenornenon 



as a phenomenon of a higher sort by imposing a collective status and a corresponding 

function upon it" (1995: 88). Society, in most circumstances has attributed a higher 

recognition to the institution than to the indi vidual. A collective of individuals focusing 

on the specialized purpose of the institution c m  contribute more meaningful 

interpretations of extemal reality. 

The acknowledgrnent of institutional power by the collective is largely a result of 

the unique role that institutions play in the social order. Institutions function as 

specialized units of collective individuals, tackling a specific task of social conduct. 

'*Collective intentionality assigns a new status to some phenomenon, where that status has 

an accompanying function that cannot be performed solely in virtue of the intrinsic 

physical features of the phenomenon in question. This assignment creates a new fact, an 

institutional fact, a new fact created by human agreement" (Searle, 1995: 46). In the 

creation of institutions, a new understanding of reality emerges to substantiate their role 

within society. "In the very evolution of the institution the participants need not be 

consciously aware of the form of the collective intentionality by which they are imposing 

functions on objects" (Searle, 1995: 47). Knowledge is actually created sirnply in the 

process of creating an institution, as awareness of the functional existence of the 

institution. Furtherrnore, the institution is now designated as an authority in the 

generation of further knowledge particular to the institution's speciaiization. 

Most of the time this process is not an active part of an individual's socialization. 

"For most institutions we simply grow up in a culture where we take the institution for 

ganted" (Searle, 1995: 47). Institutions emerge and disappear in response to changing 



conditions in the social environment. With the introduction of the Internet, a number of 

institutions emerged in direct response to the new communication environment. For 

example, a regulatory body was required to create standard protocols of exchange. and to 

insure that the Internet was universally accessible; and service providers emerged to 

provide individuals with access nodes to the Intemet. 

Knowledge is created through the institutional substantiation of arrangements of 

rerminology into meaningful representations of objective reality. "We create a new 

institutional fact, such as marriage, by using an object (or objects) with an existing status- 

function, such as a sentence, whose existence itself is an institutional fact, to perform a 

certain type of speech act, the fact of whose performance is yet another institutional fact 

(Searle, 1995: 84). 

Beyond institutional functions in a society, individuals also take on specific roles 

within a society, which utilizes forms of knowledge specific to that role. "A society's 

stock of knowledge is structured in terrns of what is generally relevant and what is 

relevant only to specific roles" (Berger & Luckrnann, 1966: 77). This individualistic 

special ized knowledge (which may nonetheless be founded in institutional bodies) is 

largely maintained by a lack of general access to the kind of knowledge specific to a 

specialized role. Educational facilities largely provide the means of accessing specialized 

knowledge, and in many cases access to these resources is restncted to a few members of 

society. For example, the knowledge specific to the  role of medical doctor is largely 

restncted only to those individuals who are formally accepted into a medical teaching 

institution. Although access to literature can be attained, the individuals who understand 



and can communicate that understanding to others resvict the sharing of that information 

to the formal institutional arena. 

Role of the Internet 

Speaking of pre-Intemet technology, Meyrowitz States that "elecuonic media have 

increasingly encroached on the situations that take place in physically defined setiings. 

More and more, the fonn of mediated communication has corne to resemble the form of 

live face-to-face interaction. More and more, media make us 'direct' audiences to 

performances that happen in other places and give us access to audiences that are not 

physically present" (1985: 7). This observation can be funher extended to include usen 

of the Internet as potential participants in the social construction of reality, as opposed to 

users of other media who are simply an audience. 

The Internet is a virtual community which allows individuals to exchange 

information in a relatively unrestricted manner. The potential exists for the instantaneous 

transfer of data and information between users. This would imply that the social 

construction of reality is facilitated by the Internet. The Intemet effects the social 

construction of reality in a manner that is unique from other social environments. 

"Electronic media affect us not primarily through their content, but by changing the 

'situational geography' of social life" (Meyrowitz, 1985: 6). The Internet allows for the 

instant exchange of information between individuals at any disparate geographical 

location, during any time period, without the time deiays traditionally associated with 



spanning vast geopphical areas. 

The instantaneous nature of the information exchange through the intemet effects 

the social construction of reality in two ways. First, information can be exchanged at a 

much quicker pace, as institutions or individuals can share information from anywhere in 

the world. Information can be exchanged much more quickly, and reflected upon, or 

externalized with greater efficiency and ease. Second, knowledge production can 

undego much more vigorous examination before becoming mainsueam, as the potential 

base of individuals from which to draw upon for input into the process is increased. 

The events surrounding knowledge production can be applied to bath the Internet 

communication environment, and institutionai intranet environments. An Inuanet can 

function to improve the production of knowledge within an institutional setting to the 

same degree that the Internet does. increases in the eficiency of information exchange, 

and the scope of individuds involved in the process of knowledge production can be 

improved through a corporate Intranet. In conjunction with the Internet, the institutional 

development of knowledge has the potential for significant changes. 

An Example: XML 

Extensible Markup Language, or XML is a new kind of Internet protocol which 

strindardizes information held by di fferent organizations, to improve the exchange of 

information between disparate groups. In essence, XML is a new set of meanings, 

symbolized by programming protocols. XML creates a new environment for knowledge 

by allowing for the universalization or standardization of information (basically the 



standardized categorization of information). This makes it possible for the exchange of 

information between groups in an easier manner, and makes it easier to find information. 

XML deals with the problem of information overload, which is a comrnon problem of the 

Internet - too much information is available - and eases the process of how to find 

information. 

XML arose from an institutional body in response to the need for a standard 

means for organizations to exchange information across the Intemet. The set of protocols 

was developed by a tearn of experts through processes of externalizing ideas and 

concepts, and receiving feedback from that output in the process of intemalization. This 

reflexive process continued until a set of syrnbols was devised which accomplished their 

current goals, and will continue over time as needs change. 

Because of the organization's respect within the ICT community, the protocol is 

being adopted by many organizations. Denvatives of the protocol are also king 

developed by other organizations, in response to more specific needs. For example, the 

international development community is developing a development-specific XML for use 

amongst development organizations, based on the specifications of XML. 

XML will lead to standard ways of categonzing and conceptualizing information, 

for example a standard term is used to interpret the field within a database which 

identifies an organization's name. Information retrieved through the XML protocol wi 11 

therefore be subject to the socially constructed parameters for viewing this kind of 

information. This particular aspect of the Internet illustrates how the social environment 

can operate through the Internet to influence how reality is modeled by the individual. 



The social environment effects the individual modeling of reaIi ty. Different 

societies effect individual models differently (through different social constructions). The 

lnternet is a distinct social environment which has implications both for how the 

individual is effected within a particular society, and how the individual is effected in 

relation to other societies with which information is exchanged through the Internet. 

PART III - The Internet 

It has thus far been established that individual models of reality are influenced by 

the social environment through language and the communication environment through 

which information is exchanged. The following pages wil1 proceed to argue that the 

Internet is a distinct social space, which therefore has unique effects upon how an 

individual models reality. 

A Distinct Social Space 

This thesis is focused on the examination of how a distinct element of the social 

realm influences an individual's understanding of reality. To gain a clearer understanding 

of the role of the Intemet as a social influence, how the Internet is distinct as a socid 

space must be ciearly delineated. Social space involves "the ongoing social construction 

of the spatial at the level of the social imaginary (collective mythologies, presuppositions) 

as well as interventions in the landscape (for example the built environment)" (Shields, 



199 1 : 3 1). This is in essence a public place, conducive to  the communicative exchange 

of information, 

The Internet differs from other kinds of social space. Other types of social space 

include face-to-face environments, and mediated communication environments such as 

telephone, radio or television. Many other forms of communication medium have 

allowed for the widespread exchange of information, at the sarne global Ievels a s  does the 

Internet. Telephone services allow individuals to contact others virtualty anywhere in the 

world, and exchange verbal information. Radio and teIevision medium allow for the 

transmission of information to the s m e  global span of individuals. However, none of 

these media allow for the free public exchange of information, in the sarne manner as a 

live public forum would. The telephone is limited by the number of simultaneous users, 

and irs auditory capacity. The radio and television are Iimited by their inability for direct 

public feedback into the broadcasting of information. 

Distinguishing elements of the Internet include: the interactive nature of  the 

Interner as a communication medium; the ability to establish comrnon symbol systems, 

agreed upon across a variety of cultural contexts (the unique use of language); the ability 

for participants to create their own identities in ways that cannot be verified; the ability of 

the Internet to transcend both time and space; the potential capacity of the Internet to 

repl icate fui 1 sensory information from a geographically disparate location; and the abi li ty 

to manipulate symbolic information. 



An Interactive Medium 

The Intemet is distinct as a communication medium, from any other type of 

medium which a society uses to exchmge information. "Unlike broadcast media such as 

television, radio, or newspapers - which are noninteractive, one-way media involving 

passive receipt of information - in the networtd people can act directly to question, probe, 

or elaborate on any piece of information that is posted (Harasim, 1993: 25). This fact 

distinguishes the Internet as a social environment, or a social space, whereas other forms 

of medium do not allow for reflective socid intemctivity, but rather limit the individual to 

receiving information broadcast through the medium. A recent example of the degree to 

which individuals can interact on the Intemet is the development of Third voice8, which 

is an application for Microsoft's intemet Explorer that allows users to post notes on any 

website. The notes cannot be removed by the website author, and can be freely viewed 

and commented on by anyone else running the same application. 

The interactive nature of the Intemet has an effect upon how knowledge is 

cons tructed from information. "Perspective becomes the locus of al1 knowledge because 

in a virtual world there is nothing to be known apart from the senses. With its filmic eye, 

virtual reality necessarily construes knowledge as sense perception, not as intelligence of 

the abstract of the 3 priori. The virtual traveler defines what he or she knows as what he 

or she can see and therefore 'interact' with." (Bolter, 1996: 1 13). Through the ability to 

interactively engage information, individuals 

how information is used to construct reality. 

can have a greater degree of control over 

Knowledge can be active1 y formulated 



through challenging incorning information, rather than simply taking it at face value 

without rnodifying or interactively substantiating the information. 

The Internet "is at once direct while informai - enabling effective and efficient yet 

non-offensive communication" (Harasim, 1993: 25). Information may thus be more 

freely exchanged between individuals, as the hesitation to release informationg is 

confounded by the informality of the forum. 

Common Set of Symbols 

The exchange of information demands a comrnonly understood set of exchange 

protocois. "Cyberspace technologies not only constitute a site for new cultural 

formations, but also affect pre-existing elements of culture" (Strate, Jacobson & Gibson, 

1996: 14). The Intemet not only facilitates the creation of new protocols of 

communication, but it demands their creation. 

The comrnonly understood "concept of cyberculture ... refers to the unique 

culture[s] assoçiated with computer-mediated communication (CMC) and online 

interaction. This includes the emergence of special forms of language and symbols; the 

development of rituals, conventions, noms, and rules of conduct for CMC" (Strate, 

Jacobson & Gibson, 1996: 12). The fundamental common symboI system of the Internet 

9 

The unwanted dissemination of information is also more freely accessible, as more 
information is stored in elecuonic format. Hackers have proven that no information is 
beyond the reach of the right individual with the right equipment. Thus, the potential for 
p a t e r  availability of information increases with every bit of information that is archived 
in electronic format. 



is the set of technical protocols which define how information is handied by the 

individual computers which both send and receive information. For exarnple. HTML is a 

commonly agreed upon set of symbols which dictates how information is exchanged 

using the world wide web. 

Programming Ianguages are based in the English language. So, the specific 

symbols, and not a translation of symbols with the same meaning across different 

languages, are themselves required in order for information to be exchanged across the 

Internet. 

Further to this, cornmon terminology and jargon is used to represent different 

meanings on the Intemet. The smiley face [ :) ] is a direct product of the Internet, used to 

communicate emotion. These sign systems are understood by individuals from many 

different cultures, as a cornmon way to syrnbolize and interpret information. 

In the same manner that books house stores of information, electronic archives 

represent a storehouse of information. This information extends beyond that of formal 

published information, to the informal, both as textually presented ideas, and a 

transcription of dialogue between individuals. 

Manipulation of Identity 

The Intemet, or virtual reality, allows an individual to replace aspects of extemal 

reality with abstract conceptions. Boorstin (1978) points out how our non-consensual 

models of reality have corne to overshadow reality itself, as we create false aspirations for 

a better life founded in things that may be unattainable, but which can be overshadowed 



with symbolic representations of more appealing things. (For example, virtual realities in 

which the user tdces on an alternate personality or life - an Intemet user becomes 

someone else on the Intemet). It should, however, be noted that even the non-consensual 

models of reality that individuals create are founded in aspects of reality itself. As was 

illustrated earlier through the work of Laughlin et al, an individual constnicts al1 

knowtedge from elements of reality, even that which is a part of the imaginary. 

The main point that Boorstin is attempting to illustrate is that "we have become so 

accustomed to our illusions that we mistake them for reality" (1978: 5-6). It is often the 

case that the virtually created reality is better than reality itself. For many individuals the 

"vivid image overshadow[s] pale reality" (Boorstin, 1978: 13). The virtual environment 

is thus the latest means through which individuds cm overcome difficulties in 'real life', 

through creating another 'virtual life' with improved circumstances. 

In reference to cornputers in general, Sherry Turkle observes that "one of the most 

important cultural effects of the computer pressnce is that the machines are entenng into 

our thinking about ourselves" (1984: 24). Individual consciousness is often framed in 

reference to computer mediated environments, or computer-based operations. The 

individual often seems to take on mechanistic characteristics that reify computer systems 

as constructive elements of knowledge production. 

AIthough the previous arguments may characterize the Intemet in a negative 

manner by detaching the individual from reality, the detached nature of communication 

through the Internet also has some beneficial characteristics. "Communication in the 

networld is 'blind' to vertical hierarchy in social relationships. Charisma, status, and 



other physical cues associated with appearance and presentation have iess influence 

because they cannot be (easily) communicated electronically" (Harasim, 1993: 26). The 

manner in which an individual cornmunicates information through the written word is of 

much greiter significance. Judgernents that were made based upon related 

characteristics, such as status or charisma, are now to a certain extent replaced by 

judgement of the written word. 

Gumpen & Drucker (1996) argue that individuals choose to participate in a virtual 

communication environment over that of the real world due in large part to an increased 

sense of security and safety. Individuals are not threatened in a physical sense, as they are 

physically distant from those with whom they are interacting. Since the virtual 

communication environment does not demand a shared physical presence, the traditionai 

threats associated with the real world are absent. From this one can also tie in the notion 

of role-taking in the virtual environrnent. Because of a lack of physical association 

between the individual and his or her virtual presence, the individual can mask real world 

behavioral dispositions with alternate virtual behaviors. In essence, the individual takes 

on the role of another person. 

Transcends Space & Time 

The Intemet is often heralded as the medium that transcends time and space. 

"Electronic space is divorced from any idea of physical location" (Strate, Jacobson & 

Gibson, 1996: 15), or time differences. Individuals can communicate and exchange 

information from anywhere around the world, at a virtually instant rate of exchange. The 



communication environment mimics direct interchange, by allowing for the instant 

exchange of information between disparate parties, irrespective of time differences. 

Harasim uses the term 'anyplace communication' to illustrate that communication 

through the Internet "transcends geographic barriers to enable people to access the people 

and resources they need, regardless of where they are located (1993: 22). With ever 

increasing improvements to the global communications infrastructure, individuals at any 

location in the world can have access to the internet, and to the store of information, 

resources, and individuals who constitute the Intemet as a social sphere. One of the most 

'disconnected' environments is continental Afnca. The African continent has a history of 

very poor quali ty communications infrastructure, which makes the establishment of 

Internet connections very difficult. However, many initiatives are currently underway to 

improve the connectivity of the African continent'', including a number of global satellite 

networks which promise uninterrupted service to any location. 

When the claim is made that the Internet transcends time, the reference is to the 

ability of individuals anywhere in the worId to access information or other individuals at 

any point in tirne, or the shifting of time to overcome time differences. The Intemet is 

Iargely "based o n  asynchronous, not real-time, communication. The millions of messages 

that cross the globe each day testify to the power of overcoming time zones and personal 

schedules for enabling active communication" (Harasim, 1993: 23). The archive of 

information stored on the Intemet is always accessible, providing the information source 
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is connected to the Intemet- At the s m e  time, individuals can exchange information at 

any time of day with other individuaIs around the globe. Because of the stored nature of 

information exchange (email messages are stored on a cornputer and accessible to the 

receiver at his or her convenience), a dialogue can occur during 'regular business hours' 

between individuals in conflicting time zones. 

Replication of Sensory Information 

The Internet, in its current state, is limited to the transmission of visual and 

auditory information (as was exarnined in the section on sensory information). Other 

sensory information, such as smell, taste and touch cannot currently be exchanged 

through the Internet. The significant dependence upon visual channels has proven to be a 

substantial hindrance towards communicating through the Intemet for the blind. 

However, a recent development by IBM called the "IBM Home Page Reader" (Hattery, 

1999: 1) is helping the blind to retrieve information over the Internet in an auditory 

format. Innovative developments are thus progressing to overcome limitations of sensory 

information available through the Internet. 

However, as was previously stated, it is foreseeable that the Intemet will be able 

to accommodate the exchange of al1 sensory information, to create a complete digital 

replication of reality. This degree of replication wouid extend the characteristics of a 

face-to-face social environment to individuals communicating anywhere in the world. 

Although the Intemet has not reached this level yet, technological advances 

indicate that the Internet will eventually encompass these 'features'. This factor is the 



most distinguishing characteristic of the Intemet as a unique social environment. 

Manipulation of the Symbolic Environment 

The way in which the Intemet is understood by those who use it will also shape 

the means in which communication takes place on the Intemet. Commonly understood 

conceptions of the Internet are popularized through other forms of medium already 

socially established, inciuding ndio and televison. "The vocabulary sumounding new 

technologies, new uses for old technologies, and the joinder of multiple media is 

significant as it not only allows us to taik about a phenornenon, but dso shapes the 

perception of the reality being named (Gumpert & Dmcker, 1996: 3 1). So the uses of 

the Internet largely emerge out of the socially defined undentanding of how the Intemet 

should be used. This common understanding evolves as the users provide feedback into 

the network, and the uses of the Internet also change based upon new conceptions created 

through the Internet. 

Symbolic information, or information representing aspects of reality, is thus 

manipulated by the individuals active in exchanging information across the Intemet. 

'The self is no longer constructed as an autonomous, authorial voice; it becornes instead a 

wandering eye that occupies various perspectives, one after another. This virtual eye 

knows what it knows not through a capacity for abstract reasoning, but rather through 

empathy, through the sharing of the 'point of view' of the object of knowledge" (Bolter, 

1996: 106). 

One of the greatest dangers of acquiring information through the Internet, is the 



simplification of information, and the resultant loss of information through that process. 

In the attempt to make information exchange more fluid and globally accessible, 

"electronic technology fosters the retum of iconic writing and the reemergence of the 

perceptual out of prose" (Bolter, 1996: 1 L 1). This simplification of information has the 

potential to result in a significant loss of knowledge. "Knowledge is a matter of 

perspective, and so the virtual self is defined through perspective" (Bolter. 1996: 115). 

Given the limited sensory information that is exchanged through the Intemet, the funher 

loss of infornation through gnphical representation could have a significant effect upon 

the kind of knowledge that is derived frorn information exchanged through the Intemet. 

Reflectivity 

One final consideration is the fact that the Internet is both a social space and a 

technical tool. "Networlds are the intersection of social and technical systems" (Harasim, 

1993: 29). As noted above, the conception of the tool itself can have an impact upon how 

that tool is utilized. Largely, this process occurs in the social realm of interest itself. The 

Internet is molcied and changed by users of the Internet, and the social environment 

evolves and changes with feedback from the users. 

A key question to consider is how the technology is utilized to effectively create a 

social environment. "A networld involves organizing the activities so as to demarcate 

that group/task from others on the network. In this way, networlds suggest the experience 

of 'doing something' , wi th a certain population or group - be it shopping in an electronic 

mal1 open to the public or socializing with an intimate gathering" (Harasim, 1993: 29). 



The understanding of how to use particular aspects of the Internet will determine the 

nature of the information exchange that occurs between users. "Institutions 

systematically direct individuai memory and channel Our perceptions into foms 

compatible wi th the relations they authorize" @ouglas, 1986: 92). 

Although access to the Intemet is largely available to anyone, with the potential to 

be available to anyone around the world, this fact does not insure that equality will prevail 

on the Internet. "Networks enable but do not guarantee democratic communication. 

Decisions related to access, cost, design, and control will determine the nature of the 

social system a networld can offer" (Harasim, 1993: 33). With the recent release of 

Intel's new Pentium ICI processor chip, issues have k e n  raised about the pnvacy of 

information over the Intemet. If users cannot retain anonymity, and information can be 

readily Iinked to specific individuals, then part of the distinct nature of the Internet as a 

communication environment will be compromised. 

The essential nature of the effects of the Intemet are founded in the advent of 

computer mediated communication. It is the expansion of computer mediated 

communication to that of a globally accessible network of computers, through which 

communication is mediated, that has far reaching societal effects. 'The advent of CMC 

has transformed the act of communication in time and space, merging al1 forms of 

electronic communication into one information system, causing abrupt changes in roles 

and mles for social behavior. By altenng the informational charactenstics of place, 

electronic media reshape social situations and social identities" (Meyrowitz, 1985: 117). 

With the advent of a new forum in which individuals cornrnunicate and exchange 



information, the foundations of social interaction are effected; which subsequently effects 

how individuals constmct views of the world. 

The Effect of the Internet on Individual Models of Reality: 

The cognitive modeling of reality, using information acquired through the 

Internet, is structured and lirnited by the distinct ways in which information is 

communicated through the Internet. These effects occur on two levels. First, on the 

individual level, the Internet effects the individual modeling of information by: effecting 

the kind of sensory information exchanged; improving access to more information 

sources; making new information available to the individual; presenting new ways of 

engaging information; and allowing for new ways of creating non-consensual realities. 

Second, at a societal level, the internet effects the social construction of reality, and 

subsequently the individual modeling of reality by effecting: the process of knowledge 

production; cross-cultural influences; language; social roles and identities; institutional 

arrangements; and the understanding of the Internet in a social context. 

Effecting Sensory Information 

The Intemet currently impairs the individual's ability to exchange information, by 

lirniting the type of information that can be exchanged through the Internet. Information 

is textually or graphically presented for the most part, with the ability to include sounds - 
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but different from face-to-face oral transmission - and Iacks the sensory elements of 

srneil, touch and taste. The kind of information that is derived from the Intemet is thus 

limited. Information will be rnissing that would nomally have k e n  transmitted outside 

of this communicative medium. 

The importance of sensory information was established in the section on sensory 

engagement. Individual cognitive models are founded upon the engagement of sensory 

information. ï h e  limited nature of sensory information that is transmissible through the 

Intemet limi ts the models of reality that an individual can constmct. The kind of models 

that are based upon inforrnation received through the Intemet can be skewed due to 

missing sensory information. When an individual's mode1 of reality is based upon 

limited sensory information, it will lack the detail and comprehensiveness that the 

missing sensory information would otherwise provide. 

Conversely, when the Internet advances to encompass the complete digital 

replication of reality. individuals will be able to access the sarne quality of sensory 

information that can be exchanged in person. Individual modeling of reality would be 

significantly enhanced through the extended range of information exchange available. 

Improving Access to Information 

The Internet, as a globally accessible social environment exposes the individual to 

a greater amount of information. A significant arnount of information was previously 

either inaccessible to the individual, or was too difficult for an individual to easily access. 

For example, the United Nations policy on poverty alleviation would only be accessible 



in a few specific locations which had to be physically visited, if not for the internet. 

Access restrictions lirnit an individuai's ability to obtain this information. The Internet 

allows anyone to access the information at any time of the day, from anywhere in the 

world. 

Individuals are likely to access more information through the Intemet than through 

other means, and thus base their models of reality on greater amounts of information. 

More randornly accessed infonnation is likely to occur, as individuais 'surf the web just 

to see what is out there. More specialized information can also be accessed, and skills 

can be l e m t  that were previously restricted to physicaily grounded formal training 

environments. Online training sessions make availabie a store of knowledge and skill- 

building information that would previously have been inaccessible to many individuals. 

The Internet allows for the diffuse exchange of specialized knowledge across 

boundaries of restriction. Internet-based educational programs are allowing more 

individuals to access information, and engage individuals who are providing the 

information. This has the potential to decrease the speciaiized nature of many forms of 

knowledge, and allow individuals to broaden their knowledge bases with greater ease. If 

members of a population base increase and improve the arnount of knowledge attained, 

this will impact upon the knowledge production process itself, as more informed 

individuals can draw upon a larger store of information to reify the process. 

The detached nature of social exchange on the Intemet allows an individual to 

more freely provide information. Individuals are also given more time to reflect upon the 

kind of information that is exchanged. "Participants can take time to formulate their 



ideas into a more composed and thoughtful response, contributing to improved quality of 

communication" (Harasim, 1993: 24). However, at the same time, the impersonal nature 

of the Internet allows for easier cloaking or withholding of information, and less personal 

responsibility is established in the exchange. "The lack of irnmediate feedback makes it 

difficult to ascertain whether the receiver has understood the message" (Harasim, 1993: 

24). Information exchange is more easily distorted, or rnisunderstood by the parties 

involved. 

Although the Internet provides an environrnent for accessing larger volumes of 

information, the effect of that information upon an individual's mode1 of reality is 

questionable. The quality of information is often not easily verifiable, and thus an 

individual could easily be constructing models of faisified conceptions of extemal reality. 

New Information 

Sub-groups within a society tend to stick together, and thus limit themselves to 

information pertinent to that specific group. The internet opens up avenues to the stock 

of knowledge from other social groups. Outside of the Intemet, the sharing of 

information between groups is limited through restrictive means such as social class 

divisions, or hierarchical structures. The Internet, in it's faceless communicative 

environment, removes many of the boundaries to the free exchange of information 

between individuals. The uninhibited exchange of information can occur through open 

communication channels that do not carry the judgmental aspects of other forms of 

communication. 



An individual will thus have the potential to create a more expansive body of 

knowledge by including the perspectives of individuals from other social backgrounds. 

Alternative perspectives towards extemal reality improves the ability of an individual to 

make better judpments regarding different aspects of extemal reality. Thus individual 

models of reality will pass through a more scrutinizing empincal modification cycle. 

New Ways of Engaging information 

The Intemet, to a large extent, is an interactive social space which allows the user 

to manipulate information, as an individual can actually engage others in relation to the 

information contained on the Internet. The ease with which information cm be 

manipulated improves the empirical modification cycle. An improvement to the 

rei fication of information changes the ways that indi viduals will engage information. 

Individuals can be more selective in deciding the kinds of information which are 

incorporated into models of reality. 

New Ways of Creating Non-Consensual Realities 

A non-consensual mode1 of reality is quite easily created through the Internet, as 

information can be modified and manipulated with relative ease. These models, which 

are created on the Internet, appear as concrete entities which further substantiates them to 

the individual. For example, a graphically enhanced gaming world created by Blizzard 

Entertainment called 'battle.net"' allows the user to take on the role of a wmior. This 



gaming environment allows for social interchange between users, while aiso 

substantiating the usen presence through attributing unique characteristics to each user. 

As previously stated, non-consensua! models of reality can have very detrimental 

effects upon how an individual models reality. Through the well substantiated hternet 

environment, they could pose significant avenues for detachment from extemal reality, 

and leave an individual with a mode1 of reality that is substantially deviant from 

characteristics of external reality. 

Process of Knowledge Production 

The Internet facilitates the modification and development of a social stock of 

knowledge- A greater number of people can exchange information, and have access to 

exchanges of information. Individuals and groups who have a significant impact upon 

the creation of know ledge cm be reached by far more people. More members of a 

population can play an active role in providing information input to the knowledge 

creation process. Because of the improvernent in access to communication channels, a 

more significant percentage of a societies' population can effect the kind of knowledge 

that is accepted by a society. 

With a larper number of individuals effecting the process of knowledge 

production through the Internet, the process is subject to greater scrutiny. According to 

Harasirn, "research has found that the time required to achieve consensus is prolonged, 

but more people provide input and minority views are voiced more often than in face-to- 

face situations" (1993: 24). Having a greater diversity of views contributing to 



knowledge developrnent should increase the degree to which individuals in a society 

accept the knowledge, as a greater breadth of individuals are represented. 

These changes to the way that knowledge is socially constmcted will effect the 

individual modeling of reality by altering an individual's degree of trust in socially 

constructed knowledge. An individual could either view social1 y constructed knowledge 

from the Internet as highly valid due to a greater degree of input, or less valid due to the 

iack of formai substantiation. 

Cross-Cultural Influences 

The Internet will open up communication channels between different societies and 

cultural groups. This will inevitably effect the ways in which each of those societies 

understands the world, as exposure to new information leads to the formulation of new 

knowledge. When elements of a societies' stock of knowledge are challenged by that of 

another society, the potential exists for significant social change. Chang, Wang and Chen 

(1994) illustrate how the communication environment is affecting social change in China. 

In a study which focuses on the news in China, they argue that "knowledge as daily 

communication in the news becomes an empirical domain into which readers could be 

socialized. A common source of shared 'experience' with a remote reality is hence 

systematically and formally created and maintained in everyday life throughout the years" 

(Chang, Wang & Chen, 1994: 62). Given that the news in China has had a significant 

impact upon the social construction of reality, the potential impact of the Internet is 

substantially greater. This factor is evident in the Chinese government's attempts to 



regulate the kind of information that is allowed into China through Intemet 

communication channels. 

Cross-culturally influenced constructions of reality again introduce alternative 

perspectives of extemal reality to the individual. An individual's mode1 of reality will 

either be reinforced or altered based upon this new perspective, as the information is 

processed through the empirical modification cycle. 

Language 

The Intemet both spreads the influence of computer-based terminology, and 

introduces new tenninology to the individual. Cornputer users generally tend to 

increasingly characterize human traits in terms of computer functions. "As we use 

computer-based language to describe ourselves and the world around us. the computer's 

influence works its way into our world view" (Pfaffenberger, 1995: 61). Individuals 

extend the use of cornputer-oriented language to associate the terminology with an 

understanding of the self or society. The htemet, which is a computer-centric social 

environment, is instrumental in spreading the extent of this associative terminology, 

si mpl y through social dialogue occumng on the Intemet,. 

As previously mentioned, the Internet also propagates the addition of new 

terminology to a language. Terms such as 'cyberspace', 'netizen', or 'cybersociety' al1 

emerged as a result of the Intemet. Since language is influential in the individual 

modeling of reality, these new terms will begin to have an influence on the construction 

of models of reality. Individuals will incorporate 'cyberspaces', and 'virtual domains' 



into their models of reality. 

Social Roles & Identities 

The Internet aiso has the potential to impact the nature of individual roles in a 

society. The Intemet creates new roles in a society, specific to the functioning of the 

Internet, and in support of the use and development of the Internet. For example, website 

developers emerged in response to the need for specialized technical knowledge 

penaining to the task of website creation. These new forms of knowledge ernerge in 

response to societal needs. New forms of knowledge are usually highly specialized, as 

they have not had the opportunity to diffuse throughout a society (as is apparent in some 

aspects of In ternet programrning). However, as this know ledge becomes more important, 

the specialization of that knowledge decreases (as has already occurred to a Iarge extent 

with N M L  programrning). 

The Intemet also potentially eliminates some roles in a society - for example if a 

business were to move completely online, the salesperson would be replaced by an 

automated 'ecomrnerce' program. The elimination of certain roles, and the knowledge 

associated with that role effects the social construction of reality. That form of 

knowledge is no longer valued by a society, and no longer constitutes a component of the 

social stock of knowledge, except as an element of historical information, which is not 

necessarily relevant in a contemporary sense. 

The Intemet changes the behavioral aspects of some roles in society. For 

example, teachers now use the Internet for long-distance education, which changes the 



knowledge required of the teacher, and the manner in which the teacher imparts 

knowledge to other individuals. The individual's role in society encompasses new foms 

of knowledge, that in the past were independent of that role. This fusing of knowledge 

across roles is representati ve of a decreased specialization of know ledge, or the demand 

for a wider knowledge base arnongst individuals in a society. 

An individual's model of reality is required to change in order to accommodate 

any modifications to socid roles. Without modification to a model of reaiity, 

discrepancies will exist between external reality and individually modeled reality, and the 

individual would be unable to function in the modified environment. 

institutional Arrangements 

The Internet is a very powerful communication environment in t ems  of its 

insti tutional impact. Inter-organizational communication channels are significant 

challenges to organizational cooperation and the sharing of knowledge. It is quite often 

the  case that many organizations will be focused on very similar forms of knowledge 

production, with a significant arnount of overlap, however they continue to function 

independently, unaware of the intentions and outcornes of other organizations. The 

Internet improves access to organizational bodies of knowledge, by allowing for the 

online presentation of information. The Intemet also facilitates shared bodies of 

knowledge, which allows organizations with similar stores of information to collect and 

use that information from a commonly shared source. communication between 

individuals using that knowledge is improved with archived user information, and 



simplified means of contacting individuals through email messaging. Group mailing lists 

also allows for the creation of open dialogue spaces between members of disparate 

groups. 

Within an organization, the sharing of information and knowledge production can 

also benefit from the Internet. Stores of information c m  be shared on secure Intranets, so 

knowledge can be dynamically built by multiple individuals in an individudistic rnanner, 

while also incorponting tearn dynamics through Intnnet sharing. Improved efficiency 

within organizations can be attained through the networked sharing of information. The 

kind of knowledge produced within an institution is likely to be more refined due to 

improved communication between the members of the organization. Institutionai 

knowledge wiIl be more readily accepted by the larger social group if it has been 

substantiated by a more diverse group of members from the institution. Improved 

effectiveness within an institution will be reflected in society by increased confidence in 

the institution's ability to effectively generate productive forms of knowledge. 

The Internet also has an effect upon public exposure to institutional knowledge, 

and the knowledge creation process within an institution. Firstly, institutional knowledge 

c m  be more widely disseminated through the Internet, reaching across geographic and 

cultural boundaries. Institutional knowledge can be accessed by a greater number of 

individuals, thus increasing the potentiai impact of that body of knowledge. From this 

perspective, the institution plays a more significant, and more independent role in the 

creation of knowledge. However, the Intemet also facilitates public engagement of 

institutional members, and input from individuals outside of the institution into the 



process of knowledge formation. This would infer a movement away from the 

specialization of knowledge production. Institutions that would exist independent of the 

awareness of the majority of society, and whose knowledge would diffuse through a 

society by means of uni-directional medium (as is exemplified by the role of the news in 

China), becomes less institution-specific, and more institutionai-role specific. A greater 

number of individuals can impact the role of that institution, as the communicative 

environment is opened up to a wider group of individuais through the internet. 

The improved quality of information emerging under these conditions will lead to 

individual models of reality that are more significantly influenced by the social 

environment. If the social environment contains weII substantiated information, it is 

more likely to be adopted by the individual. 

Understanding of the Internet in Society 

A final impact of the hternet upon the social construction of reality is the rnanner 

in which the Intemet is understood by the society. The socially accepted understanding of 

the Internet will change over time, and as that understanding changes, so will the impact 

of the Intemet. The Internet is understood in a variety of ways. It is a communication 

medium, or a tool for the exchange of information. It is also a 'virtual' communication 

environment or social space. Both of these conceptions are commonly understood 

depictions of the Internet. 1s the Internet a communication medium, and as Marshall 

McLuhan argues, also the message? Or is the Intemet another form of social space, in 

which individuals communicate as pet- normal communicative action? It has been clearly 



indicated that communication over the Internet is distinct from communicative behavior 

through other means. So the nature of the Internet does have an effect upon how 

communication occurs between individuals, the type of information that is exchanged, 

and the resultant forms of knowledge that individuals formulate through social 

engagement. The societal impact of information exchange through the Intemet is 

inherently associated with the socially understood conception of the Internet. The social 

conception of the Intemet will also influence how an individual models redity by 

dictating the expected protocols of exchanging information through the Intemet. 

Conclusions: 

The central argument of this paper is that the Intemet has a si p i f  icant impact 

upon how an individual models reality. Premised upon Laughlin et al's theory of 

neurophenomenology, it was argued that individuals engage sensory information from 

external reality to constmct cognitive models of reality. An individual's mode1 of reality 

is influenced by both the nature of the sensory information, and the socially constructed 

interpretations of extemal reality. The Internet, which is a distinct social environment, 

has a paradigrnatic effect upon the nature of sensory information, and the social 

interpretation of information, which ultimately limits and structures the individual 

modeling of reality. At the same time however, the Intemet provides opportunities, at 

both the individual and societal levels, for the enhanced engagement of extemal reality 

and subsequent modeling of reality. 
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So, how does the Intemet effect the way an individual understands the world? 

The Intemet not only changes the world itself, but it also changes the way we understand 

the world by making us 'see' it differently. In simple terms, it is the equivalent of seeing 

the world through a lense. The lense alters what you see, and the way you interpret what 

you see. When a significant number of people are dl looking through the lense. it 

becomes commonly agreed upon that the view through the lense is an accunte depiction 

of reality. The Intemet is changing, and will continue to change the way individuals view 

reali ty. 

The nature of those changes, however, are not static, as the Intemet itseIf is 

constantly changing. Since the public adoption of the Intemet in the early 1990's. the 

Internet itself has changed drarnatically. It will continue to change over time, and the 

effect that it has upon how we see the world will change with it. 

Change, however, is not a revolutionary concept introduced by the htemet. The 

most significant effect of the Intemet upon how an individual views reality relates to the 

rate at which change occurs. The Intemet facilitates more dynamic change, at an 

unprecedented pace, which influences a wider range of people. Therefore. the Intemet 

induces changes in an individual's models of reality unlike any previous phenornenon in 

history. 

S tructured Modeling 

Individual models of reality are stmctured by the Intemet through the need for 

conformity to protocols of exchange, and through the propensity for the Intemet to affect 



the social construction of reality and impart a stronger social influence upon the 

individual modeling of reality. 

The conformity of individuals to social standards requires that the individual 

intemalize the values of the social group. Many of the functional requisites for 

participation on the Internet involve conforming to certain standards of operation. The 

individual must alter or reinforce conceptions of reality in order to understand the Intemet 

as i t  is understood by other members of the social group. Emerging and changing social 

roles require the individual to conform to the standards of the society in order to function 

in the social sphere. Even participation in non-consensual realities on the Intemet 

requires a degree of conformity to the principles of exchange of the sub-group 

participating in the specific environment. 

The Lntemet is a social environment that c m  be instantly accessed by millions of 

people simultaneously from almost anywhere in the world. The potential influence of a 

cohesive construction of reality from such a large group applies not just to individuals 

engaging information through the Internet, but also to the larger social group as 

information filters into society through social spaczs outside of the Internet. With the 

consensual support of millions of individuals, socially constructed knowledge will spread 

more quickly and thoroughIy throughout a society, and impart a greater degree of 

influence upon the individual modeling of reality. 

Limits on Modeling 

Limits are imposed upon the individual rnodeling of reality through constraints on 



the levels of detail and comprehensiveness of information exchanged through the 

Intemet, the overwhehning arnount of information available to the individual potentially 

limiting the functional capacity of the individuai, and the lower quality of information 

circulating on the Internet. 

The individual modeling of reality is limited by the context with which 

information exchanged through the Internet is associated. The individual interpretation of 

external reality is limited by the context within which information is exchanged. 

Inaccurate models of reality are Iikeiy to develop due to misinterpretations of external 

reality. 

The overwhelming volume of information available to the individual can 

negatively effect the ability of the individual to function due to information overioad. A 

significant arnount of effort is required to sift through irrelevant information in search of 

quality information. Quality information, however, can be easily lost in the 

ovenvhelming volume of information availabIe on the Intemet. Given the ease with 

which information can be added to the Internet, and the lack of any screening bodies, the 

quality of information is subject to considerable variability. 

Individual Opportunities 

An increase in the amount of information from which an individual can draw 

couId kead to a more complex construction of reality, which integrates information from a 

variety of perspectives, and leads to a more accurate depiction of reality. If the individual 

manages and organizes the inforrnation in a systematic manner, the increased arnount of 



available knowledge serves a positive function in the individual construction of reality. 

The Internet effects how an individual fits into society, and the role of the 

individual in a social context. The Internet presents a more complex world to the 

indi vidual, through increased access to and sharing of knowledge. This couid effect the 

individual in a variety of ways depending upon the surrounding social structure of which 

the individual is a part. 

The  Internet could act to enable the individual, creating opportunities to impact 

the social environment. Increased levels of connectivity between social groups and 

indi viduals creates the potential for an increased understanding of social structure and 

tùnction. An explicit understanding of the functional social environment subsuming 

social structure improves the potential for acting upon or within that environment. 

A positive impact upon the individual could occur due to the gradua1 globalization 

effects that have emerged over the last century, which have conditioned people to see the 

worId as more of a global village. There is, however, a potentiall y greater negative 

impact upon older generations who have not been socialized in the modem era, and 

therefore are struggling with new relations of social conduct emergent from changing 

environments of communication. 

Social Opportunities 

As a result of the effect upon individual conceptions of reality, the Internet has the 

potential to effect change at the societal level. The Internet has the potential to improve 

social cohesion, increase productivity and efficiency between organizations and 



individuals, and remove traditional barriers to the exchange of knowledge and 

information. 

Different perspectives towards reaiity are most apparent between different cultural 

groups. The cross-cultural exchange of information and interaction, which is drastically 

improved through the Intemet, could improve cross-cultural and sub-group relations. 

Through improved communication and the exchange of knowledge between groups with 

differing perspectives, a decrease in conflicts couid occur due to a comtnon understanding 

of perspectives towards reality. 

With an increased understanding of the structure and functioning of society, 

individuals working in collective organizations will function in a more efficient manner. 

Improved institutionai cooperation and efficiency will emerge as individuais conceive of 

ways to exchange information and knowledge in a productive form, and decrease 

inefficiencies in methods of institutional operation. CoIIaboration between individuals 

and groups of individuals improves the conditions within a society, as goal attainment 

and social advancement is driven in an organized and systematic way, with a minimal 

amount of inefficiency. 

The conception of reality from alternative perspectives modifies the functional 

requirements of a society, which are supported by different social groups. Institutional 

roles will change as new institutional functions emerge and demand the establishment of 

new institutions, and as institutional roles disappear. The widespread dissemination of 

knowledge throughout a society, enabled by the Intemet, has created, and will continue to 

create a large social sector devoted to knowledge production. 
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Changes in the way that individuals understand reatity have the potential to affect 

social, political and economic barriers to the exchange of knowledge. The Internet 

presents a means for bypassing bamiers to communicative exchange. The removal of 

these baniers will lead to improved sharing and production of knowledge, and the 

effective filtering of useful knowledge. 

Finally, with an increased number of individuals potentially possessing increased 

amounts of knowIedge, social change will occur more rapidly. Changes in sociai 

structure and social relations, which result from alternative conceptions of reality will be 

exacerbated t hrough improved communication channels created by the Internet. 

The lntemet is a powerful aspect of society. It is a social space and a 

technological tool which will change the course of history. The impacts that are evident 

in the short time since its public adoption have been substantiaI. Future changes to 

societies around the world will inevitably occur. The Internet should be understood and 

used in light of these concIusions, and the expansion of Intemet services around the world 

should consider the potential impact that it  has upon the way in which individuals view 

the world. 
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