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Abstract: In the first phase, the eruption of the Internet was embraced by academics who saw it
as a way of involving young people in politics who had suffered from disaffection and rejection.
They emphasized its emancipatory, horizontal, and participatory qualities. Decades later, a wave of
disenchantment, apathy, and rejection of platforms has swept through the academy. The previous
generation of technological determinists, who welcomed it with open arms, left the arena to their
counterparts: the ones that claimed that we had no chance of participation and perpetuated industrial
age exploitation. In this article, we will present the two opposite visions, but first, we will briefly
review the Internet’s beginnings, its motivations, and its technical characteristics in order to better
understand the two antagonistic positions.

Keywords: social media; political participation; pseudo-participation; technological determinism;
critical theory 2.0

1. Introduction

In recent years, academia has taken a pessimistic view of social networks and their
negative impact on society. Various negative effects such as the ‘bubble filter’, ‘echo
chambers’, and ‘toxic speech’ have been identified. The fragility and influence of bots and
manipulation during the US election that was won by Donald Trump were highlighted
by the Cambridge Analytica scandal. Previously, there was a dominant opposing rhetoric
that emphasized the emancipatory potential and the possibility for anyone to become a
producer and reach a global audience.

Interpersonal communication platforms have been referred to using various termi-
nologies from the beginning. Several terms have been cited, including social media,
participatory media, social networks, digital social networks, Web 2.0, and participatory
web. Initially, there was no consensus among academics due to its recent introduction
as a subject of research. However, the lack of consensus arises mainly from the different
approaches and paradigms employed to analyze it. In sociology, ‘social networks’ are
defined as forms of support that individuals in groups can utilize to navigate adverse
situations and meet basic needs. In the past, these networks took the form of personal
contacts that provided emotional and practical assistance for activists.

By the late 1990s, communication researchers were beginning to take an interest
in the Internet. Academics then turned their attention to the Internet, analyzing it in
great detail. The authors concentrated on the legislation and regulations governing it,
the technical makeup, and the utilization of this system. This focus was to the detriment
of the application of conventional media effects theories (Kim and Weaver 2002). After
two decades, a need still exists for a comprehensive and fundamental network theory
that addresses its impacts and effective enhancement, coupled with the progress of fresh
concepts and theories. Additionally, current communication theories are expected to
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elucidate and project swift advancements (Fuchs 2011, 2018; Kim and Weaver 2002; Lovink
2004, 2016).

Fuchs et al. (2010) argue that it is crucial to develop not only a social theory of the In-
ternet but also a critical social theory of the network. This theory can aid in comprehending
how computing, including the Internet and the World Wide Web, can advance humanity’s
situation, promoting a better world. The authors dispute the claim that the Internet has
become more social, asserting that it requires a critical assessment. They argue that this
avenue is essential to enable academics and the public to understand sociality and social
behavior on the Internet more accurately (Fuchs et al. 2010).

The lack of a dedicated sociology for Web 2.0 means that most definitions are derived
from marketing or are still unresolved. On the other hand, the postulates are called for the
development of a new theory that adapts to the new characteristics. They are claimed from a
critical paradigm typical of the first Frankfurt School in the most innovative cases, and even
from the most orthodox Marxism, rejecting phenomenology or empirical social research
of the Web. Under this perspective, Fuchs, Hofkirchner, Schafranek, Raffl, Sandoval, and
Bichler assert that knowledge is a threefold dynamic process encompassing cognition,
communication, and cooperation (Fuchs et al. 2010).

2. The Transition from Web 1 to 2.0

The term ‘Web 2.0’, coined by Dale Dougherty and popularized by Tim O’Reilly, facili-
tated the emergence of a new era of the Internet. Users’ activities shifted from replicating
hyperlinked content, and in his document ‘What Is Web 2.0’, O’Reilly described the nascent
changes it was undergoing (O’Reilly 2005). This shift to a new phase began in the late 1990s,
although it was not until the start of the new millennium that it gained momentum.

O’Reilly’s study, delving into computer science, focused mainly on the enhanced
technical aspects of the web, including lightweight programming and the utilization of
the Internet as a platform. Nonetheless, he also contemplated the social and cultural
ramifications attendant to these qualities. Escalona (2013) and Olsson (2013) suggested that
Web 2.0 provides opportunities to improve user experience and use collective intelligence.

This led to the adoption of the term “Web 2.0” to describe various online activities
and applications. The use of mirror-like glazed icons also marked a new visual trend.
However, the Internet at the time was not improved or polished, but rather focused less on
the network itself and more on its usage, which gave rise to a generation of applications
and businesses centered around the ‘participatory web’ in the form of blogs, wikis, and
social networks, among others.

Tim O’Reilly foresaw key features of Web 2.0 applications, including the enablement
of collective intelligence, the provision of interactive web-based services, and a shift from
selling a product to providing an ever-evolving service (O’Reilly 2005). His predictions
also touched on the growing significance of data and algorithms. These companies, which
behaved distinctively from other firms operating on the static web or 1.0, experienced
exponential growth. Flickr, Wikipedia, Digg, and BitTorrent constitute a limited selection
of these (Madden and Fox 2006).

Although it is difficult to pinpoint the exact moment of the Internet’s origin (Klein-
rock 2010), the emergence of the early Internet was largely spurred by universities, large
computer manufacturers, and the military. Key to laying the foundations for an open
distribution architecture were hackers working within these institutions. In the second
stage during the mid-to-late 1980s, a group of hackers from outside academia and small
entrepreneurs came together, marking a golden age for cyberculture. This community
was a blend of yuppies and hippies, characterized by an individualistic, libertarian, and
anti-state attitude, as described by Lovink (2004).

The data network requirements were defined by engineers who established the man-
agement structure to enable its development and provided the necessary funding for ARPA
implementation and deployment (Kleinrock 2010). The original four-node network and its
extremely low speed, compared to today’s connections, posed a significant challenge for
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those pioneers. Cohen-Almagor argues that the notion of ARPANET (Advanced Research
Projects Agency Net) as an attempt to construct a network that could withstand nuclear
war is a widely held misconception (Cohen-Almagor 2013). Instead, we can place the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the University of California at Los Angeles
(UCLA) as laboratories where the idea was first coined and later developed.

The second wave of developers held a similar reverence for open-source programs,
including Unix, as their predecessors. Newly arrived members continued to contemplate
the ethical implications of their direction and conducted extensive academic research. The
third and subsequent phases saw an explosion in the size of the network and a tremen-
dous increase in the number of connected users. The proliferation of these applications
led to two increasingly prevalent patterns: “The growing popularity among users coin-
cided with a greater centralization of online content in the hands of a small number of
media conglomerates. This caused a (comparative) decrease in the proficiency of users”
(Lovink 2004, p. 122).

The ties that were established in a globalized capitalist system were substantially
reinforced. Where global energy networks, railways, and telegraphic and transatlantic
networks made it feasible to reach far-off places, now greater distances can be covered in less
time. Nevertheless, the organization was earlier mainly based on vertical production firms
and hierarchical state apparatuses. Inter-nodal organization is not a solely contemporary
occurrence, albeit networks’ ability to introduce fresh actors and content into the social
organization procedure has been enabled by the sudden emergence of communication
technologies (Castells 2004, 2010).

3. Beyond Technological Determinism

When discussing social networks, the presence of ideas surrounding online communi-
cation, community building, and collaboration are frequently observed, either collectively
or independently, despite any uncertainty surrounding definitions of phrases like free
software and Web 2.0. The main issue pertains to identifying what is specifically novel
and social, considering that the underlying technological frameworks of these networks
and platforms existed before the conceptualization of these terms. Fuchs et al. (2010)
comprehended the web as a techno-social system through their review of the literature on
the dialectical construction of social theory and systems theory. Their aim is to bypass the
perpetual debate between technological determinists and social determinists.

Manuel Castells introduced the concept of ‘mass self-communication’ (Castells 2009)
to describe the new form of interactive communication enabled by the Internet, allowing the
dissemination of messages from many to many. Some have labeled Castells a ‘technological
determinist’. However, he acknowledges the negative impacts on society resulting from
this form of communication. However, the author concentrates on the shape of the node
structure and the opportunities that the technology provides, as it can potentially reach a
global audience and facilitate “self-communication” because the users themselves create
the messages (Castells 2009). Technological advances have facilitated the formation of
horizontal communication networks that have enabled continuous global connectivity
through a variety of digital mediums, including blogs, podcasts, wikis, YouTube, Facebook,
and X (formerly known as Twitter). These platforms have enabled the creation of virtual
communities, establishing online social relationships (Moragas Spà 2011).

New electronic media are very powerful compared to the print media age, as they are
extensions of our senses, including our central nervous system (McLuhan 1964). Digital
media are unique in that they can be viewed as both a medium and a text. However, the
text written in binary code (0/1) is not visible or decipherable to the end-user. Only the text
displayed on the screen is visible and readable. Furthermore, if the differentiation between
the medium and text is founded on the requirement that “in order for something to be a
text it has to be signifying to a reader, then the text written with the letters 0/1 is part of the
medium rather than of the text” (Brügger 2009, pp. 118–19).
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It is important to recognize that the media is not solely a means of transmitting mes-
sages across long distances at a particular time. Furthermore, they alter the established
reality by promoting particular social dynamics while suppressing or impeding others.
Essentially, they shape the present state of society (Thompson 1995). Andrew Chadwick
suggests the notion of “Political Technologies in Political Contexts” (Chadwick 2006, p. 19)
as a means to overcome the Manichaean divide between technological and social deter-
minisms. He disagrees with those who argue that technology is the sole determining
factor and that understanding its effects can be accomplished by analyzing its inherent
characteristics. He rejects the belief that a technology’s properties are not linked to its
political use. Instead, this approach proposes a more productive way of acknowledging the
political properties of technology and situates its use within political contexts.

Technological autonomy, which refers to technical tools that operate without human
intervention, has been a source of fear for generations. The Frankenstein metaphor, which
describes technology that is out of control and acts against humans, has been revived in the
form of AI and algorithms. At a less extreme level, technological autonomy can manifest in
countless routines of daily life as undesirable aspects of a technological society erode human
autonomy. We have become dependent on technology (Ellul 2004), lacking an independent
sphere for activities that were once carried out without technological intervention.

Technological determinism overestimates the role of technology in society. It ignores
or diminishes the fact that technology is embedded in it, and that it is people themselves
who live in subjugation and rebel against power relations, triggering riots and revolutions,
not technology. In a way, it ignores the political economy of events, while, at the same time,
the emergence of new technologies tends to evoke a range of emotions that overlap with
rationality. In the case of social media, it is an expression of the ‘digital sublime’, at the
point where cyberspace has become the ultimate icon of the technological and electronic
sublime, glorified for its characteristics of our time and demonized for the depth of evil it
can conjure up (Mosco 2011).

An alternative to escape technological and social determinism is to conceptualize the
relationship between technology and society as dialectic. Society conditions the invention,
design, and engineering of technology, and technology shapes society in complex ways.
Society is conditioned by technology, not determined by it, and vice versa. Therefore, social
conditions, interests, and conflicts influence the technologies that emerge, but their effects
are not predetermined. Modern technologies are complex, interactive, and unpredictable.
Society adopts these complex forms, which means that their effects can be contradictory.
As complex systems with multiple elements and interactions, they are unlikely to produce
unidimensional effects. Technology is an enabling and constraining medium that results
from the society in which it takes place (Fuchs 2012).

Kerkhof, Finkenauer, and Muusses argue that utopian or dystopian visions of its
impact are too extreme and propose a view from syntopia: “People’s physical and social
situation and history influence their actions and what they do and learn online spills over
into their real-world experiences. Relationships are shaped and developed in an ongoing
process that takes place both online and offline” (Kerkhof et al. 2011, p. 149). The idea that
technology alone can explain its success or failure in shaping human behavior is flawed.
Various situations lead to different outcomes, a fact that is often overlooked by overarching
theories that focus solely on its technology: “Different contexts produce different outcomes,
something that is repeatedly obscured by overarching theories of the internet centred on its
technology” (Curran et al. 2016, p. 25).

According to Geert Lovink, Web 2.0 is characterized by high usability, by facilitating
social exchange and by allowing users to publish images, videos, and texts through free
publishing and production platforms (Lovink 2016). In this new situation, it is the con-
sumers themselves who recommend through search and sharing, and not the professionals
as in traditional media. Back then, the influence of algorithms was not so dominant and
there was the illusion of no filter between those who broadcast content and those who
receive it.
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4. The Old-New Power

Marxism at the beginning of capitalism denounced exploitation in absolute terms,
without considering workers as differentiated beings with their own attitudes and wills. In
the same way, with a structuralist and forceful vision, a new wave updates the postulates
of the Frankfurt school. Christian Fuchs calls this current ‘critical theory 2.0’. He maintains
that social networks do not constitute a sphere of political participation since the vast
majority of conversation that occurs on them is about leisure (Fuchs 2011). When we visit a
website, “we don’t expect to be hit with malware any more than we expect to be poisoned
at a dinner party; we trust that the links we click won’t lead to sites that turn our computers
into mini-panopticons” (Morozov 2012, pp. 146–47). Shoshana Zuboff warns about the
danger of being under constant surveillance by cell phones. It is important for mental
health to have space for intimacy that is not monitored (Zuboff 2019).

Andrew Chadwick affirms the role of the Internet as an inherently political set of
technologies, subject to decisions made in highly political contexts. Corporations and
governments determine the types of technologies that operate on network software and
hardware, which, while inevitably resisted and challenged, are often able to determine
the architecture that can subsequently be used to regulate behavior. This modulation can
be progressively more effective if it operates through preventive or automated means
(Chadwick 2007).

Power relations can be understood either in a dynamic vision, in which they crystallize
in a relationship between two actors, or in a structural vision, which emphasizes the form
they take at the grassroots level in each society. The relationship between power and the
media is intrinsic because whoever has power controls the discourse and the media, just as
whoever controls the media has a privileged position in power relations. The media and
their owners seek to influence, impose their own agenda on public opinion, and in the case
of private media, profit.

The Frankfurt School, through authors such as Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin,
Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, denounced the oppressive role of the state and
capitalism in a linear influence from the top down. Today, given the diversity and abun-
dance of media and the dominance of market logic, the trend is to reduce state intervention
to a minimum. The existing regulation ensures the viability of the market. Regulatory
bodies act as traffic controllers, ensuring that circulation and trade can develop as freely
as possible. Faced with this panorama, the new critical current 2.0 calls for the opposite
of its predecessors: greater state intervention to regulate and limit the power of mega-
corporations such as Alphabet and Meta, which are considered public goods. It also calls
for the transparency of algorithms, the ‘secret formula of Coca Cola’, and the dissemination
of the aspect and importance they give to variables.

As noted above, despite the initial technophilia and subsequent disappointment of
Critical Studies 2.0, there are several scholars who assert its role in community building
and political participation. They emphasize the use of the Internet for entertainment, such
as online games, and its contribution to democracy by providing new ways of accessing
social capital. However, the heterogeneity of members sharing a virtual space and social
tolerance are not limited to online games and can easily be generalized to other types of
communities (Kobayashi 2010). The potential of the Internet is conditioned by the nature
of its use. There are young people who use digital media for civic purposes, such as
reading the news, joining groups, and discussing political issues. Moreover, the cost of
mobilization is dramatically lower on the Internet, which can activate the repertoire of
participation (Boulianne and Theocharis 2018). However, a few pejorative terms such as
clicktivism, click-activism, slacktivism, or ‘flash activism’ have proliferated to denote the
lack of commitment to participation (Treré and Cargnelutti 2014).

Advances in data storage and processing have enabled the application of social signal
processing. In recent years, there has been a surge in monitoring emotional states, particu-
larly positive ones. A social signal is a “communicative or informative signal that, either
directly or indirectly, conveys information about social actions, social interactions, social
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emotions, social attitudes and social relationships” (Poggi and D’Errico 2010). Understand-
ing human behavior through emotions is crucial. The value of images, particularly selfies
on Instagram, has been explored by Walsh and Baker (2017) and should be investigated in
relation to context, social emotions, and strategies for expression and sharing. In the field
of social attitudes, important issues include expressions of agreement and disagreement,
as well as self-presentation and its effects on persuasion (Poggi and D’Errico 2010). The
interpretation is not based solely on an on–off affect basis. Instead of identifying emotion-
specific facial configurations, the cumulative result of a series of individual facial actions
presents a challenge (Mortillaro et al. 2011).

The Internet has led to the disintermediation of news preparation, production, and
dissemination. In the era of big data, the focus has shifted from the ‘why’ to the ‘what’,
which has radically transformed the way we explain the world. The datafication of the
network has enabled new contact relationships, allowing us to move from a society based
on events to one based on the information that shapes our reality (Mayer-Schönberger and
Cukier 2013). Social networks have a business model that involves selling personalized
user data. Therefore, their primary focus is on accumulating as much data as possible. The
only factors that matter are those that can be measured and the relationships that can be
established between them. The objectives of platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, or X
are different from ours. We do not wake up every day with a commitment to increasing
the time we spend there or making the experience more intense. It mainly goes in the
opposite direction. Users should develop the set of terms that we want to use to name
these phenomena. If we do not do this, they will do it instead (Williams 2018).

5. The Pseudo-Participation in 2.0 Age

The Internet generated a wave of enthusiasm for its potential to usher in a digital
democratic era based largely on the desire to reproduce virtual public spheres and that, by
lowering the cost of participation (since anyone with a computer could connect without
needing to move), would be universal. It was claimed that ‘democratic governance could be
significantly improved by the open and equal deliberation between citizens, representatives
and policy makers that new information and communication technologies make possible’
(Loader and Mercea 2012, p. 1).

Although this hope never materialized, a new wave of technological optimism sub-
sequently accompanied the emergence of social media platforms such as wikis, blogs,
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. This second generation of the Internet, with more demo-
cratic and participatory aspirations, proposed the displacement of the public sphere model
by a perspective centered on the citizen network, which had the opportunity to connect its
autonomous private political sphere with a variety of political spaces at its disposal (Loader
and Mercea 2012). Unlike the previous one, it focused on the role of the citizen-user as
an engine of democratic innovation through the creation of self-configured networks of
active citizens involved in identity and lifestyle politics, according to the agenda of the new
social movements.

In a pragmatic way, political parties used it for the first time to raise funds for the
electoral campaign, as in the case of the Democratic Party in the United States. This activity
is crucial because, from a liberal point of view, unlike elsewhere, there are no regulations
limiting donations. The parties’ tours of the various states, which used to be conducted
in person, could now be accomplished virtually. It should be noted that the Democrats
already had a tradition of mobilizing their base, so the participation networks already had a
substrate with a consolidated structure in which to take root (Andrejevic 2007). Unlike their
republican rivals, they have traditionally been more open to new forms of participation
and technologies.

More recently, the Internet has seen the proliferation of forums and conversations
where people of different identities, workers, citizens, or consumers, have found their
space to discuss, compete, collaborate, or simply share thoughts. Despite this proliferation,
when it comes to politics, deep concerns about the character of contemporary liberal
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democracy emerge spontaneously, as well as long-standing concerns in political philosophy
about the possibility of sweeping away representative democracy and establishing a direct
democracy on its site: “the potential of new technologies to realize the dream of increased
civic engagement to address one of the central problems of contemporary liberal democratic
politics: apathy” (Chadwick 2006, p. 25).

While some have celebrated the emergence of forums as free public spheres of political
deliberation, as a civic common in cyberspace, they have also been criticized for the low
quality of interaction they generate and, more recently, for their tendency to reproduce a
plurality of deeply segmented political associations. In this sense, Eli Pariser has coined the
term ‘filter bubble’ (Pariser 2017) and Cass Sunstein the term ‘echo chamber’ (Sunstein 2001,
2017). According to Kakisina, Indhiarti, and Al Fajri, ideological polarization, discrediting
opponents, emotional arguments, emphasizing the speaker’s power, moral superiority, and
credibility, and presenting seemingly irrefutable evidence to support the speaker’s beliefs
and reasons are all tactics used in polarized argumentation (Kakisina et al. 2022).

Instead of serving as spaces for deliberation and the exchange of views, associations
with peers who share a similar vision tend to reinforce our points of view rather than chal-
lenge us with alternative perspectives. During political debates, it is common to discredit
opponents through criticism, insults, and subtle strategies. This often involves focusing on
negative aspects of the rival, such as their perceived lack of benevolence, competence, or
leadership skills (D’Errico et al. 2012). Far from a rational ideas exchange, we do not know
what others think, and polarization has soared. Citizens lose the ability to understand
and empathize with those who do not think like them. Shared information spaces are
conspicuous by their absence, so the democracy of understanding is being corroded.

Uncontrolled Internet use has led to the development of new pathologies, particularly
among teenagers. Problematic Internet Use (PIU) is associated with psychosocial impair-
ments, neglect of offline social relationships, aggression, poor self-control, and narcissistic
traits. Loneliness and shyness are important aspects of youths’ social adjustment. The need
for belonging, as a fundamental social need, plays a role in social relationships and the
development of aggression. In males, the abuse dimension of neglect and disinhibition
is prevalent (Piko et al. 2017). Anonymity and volatile identities facilitate online flaming.
Aggression is an outcome of several coinciding aspects, such as motivation, inhibition,
and opportunities provided by specific online contexts. This holds true for the material in
question, “where permissive anonymity is backed up by a motivation to aggress provided
by the journalists and other commentators” (Laineste 2013, p. 41).

Nor can Web 2.0 be considered a fully participatory democracy since it does not
extend beyond the political sphere to culture and the economy. Above all, it maximizes
the development powers of an economic class that owns the web platforms and the power
of extraction. It does not maximize the development potential of human beings; on the
contrary, it dispossesses and exploits users and workers in order to accumulate capital.
Christian Fuchs speaks of pseudo-participation and exploitation because if “knowledge
is a social and historical product, new knowledge emerges from the historical heritage of
knowledge in society and is in many cases produced cooperatively” (Fuchs 2011, p. 284).
On the other hand, the desire to differentiate practices that are only nominally participatory
and that can be exposed as forms of pseudo-participation is common to all schools of
thought that have analyzed the issue (Carpentier 2007).

Beyond the significant process that underlies the articulation of participation, it tran-
scends its limits and must be framed within a political-ideological debate. From this
perspective, its definition is located in one of the many social fields that oscillate between
minimalist and maximalist variations of democracy and politics. It is a struggle between
two archetypal political-ideological models. At least in the initial phase, the strategy for
dealing with this significant diversity is not related to the task of distinguishing between
authentic participation and pseudo-participation (Carpentier 2007).
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6. The Meaning of Interactivity in Social Media

Interaction is one of the characteristics associated with the quality of political partici-
pation, analyzed by both technophilic and technophobic currents, albeit with apparently
different conclusions. Interactivity has been studied for a long time in the sociology of
communication. It is seen as the relationship between two or more actors who adapt their
behavior and actions to each other in each situation. More recently, research in this field
has taken a turn, focusing on the interaction of people with new information technologies
(ICT), largely influenced by computing and mainly aimed at improving the effectiveness
of the interface of hardware and software with users. The emergence of the GPT chat has
caused great concern among workers who fear losing their jobs. For this reason, it has
provoked the reaction of the Writers and Actors Guilds of Hollywood. However, it has
become clear that while it may be very important for some tasks, it cannot replace a human
for others. Despite enormous dedication to the subject, the interaction between humans
and microprocessors is unstable, error-prone, and largely undefined.

In the mid-1980s, it began to attract the attention of communication scholars, who
began to investigate the nature of interactivity in computer-mediated communication.
Rafaeli was one of the first researchers in this field to understand interactivity as an
expression in which, in a series of communicative exchanges, the third or subsequent
messages are related to the previous ones. He paid attention to the sequence in which
messages are related to each other, and in particular, to the extent to which later messages
relate to earlier ones, with an emphasis on computer-mediated groups (Downes and
McMillan 2000).

In any case, interactivity is not a monolithic concept. In contrast, it is polysemous
and dynamic. If the analysis is limited to how individuals perceive it in the context of
computer-mediated communication, the additional concepts of role-taking and feedback
emerge. That is, for a medium to be fully interactive, the roles of sender and receiver must
be interchangeable, and, in addition, they must have control over their mutual discourse.
There are authors who add the temporal component, ensuring that the modification of
the form and content of the mediated environment occurs in real time, although the asyn-
chronous characteristics of tools such as email, newsgroups, or social networks challenge
this limitation of immediacy (Downes and McMillan 2000).

However, as with the debate between technological and social determinism, it remains
to be seen to what extent the qualities of individuals who use media, such as passivity and
interactivity, overlap since they are not qualities of the media themselves but of their users.
However, it cannot be ruled out that the nature of some technologies, such as hypertext
and its non-linearity, favors interaction beyond the individual character of those who use
it or the popular idiosyncrasies of the society in which it is used, without falling into
social determinism.

However, the concept of interactivity can be narrowed down even further to a pre-
programmed response within a system, where the message we receive refers to the immedi-
ately preceding one or to a series of previously exchanged messages. Interactivity therefore
exists in subject–subject communication, but also, as noted above, in the exchange between
a subject and a technological device, where “in this second example, interactivity develops
in the interface, which could be defined as the site of interaction” (Scolari 2008, p. 94).

Under the paradigm of critical studies of social networks, Mark Andrejevic proposes a
repressive hypothesis for interactivity, under Foucault’s slogan that where there is power,
there is resistance:

“Where there is resistance there are always new and realigned strategies for
control. We might go so far as to propose an interactive repressive hypothesis:
whenever we are told that interactivity is a way to express ourselves, to rebel
against control, to subvert power, we need to be wary of power’s ruse: the
incitation to provide information about ourselves, to participate in our self-
classification, to complete the cybernetic loop”. (Andrejevic 2009, p. 41)
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From a commercial perspective, two sides can be seen in the representation of interac-
tivity: one, pointing out the way in which the top-down media model is being challenged,
and another, embracing the greater possibilities of information management and manipula-
tion. The former perceives the emerging power of an almost tyrannical and demanding
interactive consumer, while the latter presents it as an opportunity to reinforce greater
control, with a hyper-focus on advertising and monitoring based on the rationalization
of the marketing process (Andrejevic 2009). The transition from ‘Web 2.0’ to the broader
concept of ‘Services 2.0’ means a return to the initial characteristics of the tools and the
opportunity for the content to adopt a layer of social functionality (Escalona 2013).

Through interactivity, it is possible to learn more about consumers in order to de-
termine the best way to influence them. The video game industry, in particular, uses
personalized advertising based on detailed monitoring of the game combined with demo-
graphic information. Not only do they bombard you with relevant ads but they also use the
interactive and immersive nature of the game as a means of discouraging critical reflection.
The flip side of this approach is that active engagement, rather than passive contemplation,
encourages critical engagement. However, frenetic interactivity helps to mask forms of con-
trol, as the very invitation to interact is a technique for managing audiences and channeling
their activities.

From a marketing perspective, ‘interactivity is embraced not for the ways in which
it encourages challenge to dominant messages and critical skepticism, but for the ways
in which it fosters them’ (Andrejevic 2009, p. 42). This notion that hyper-interactivity
can frustrate critical reflection rather than the active participation that was intended can
be applied to the field of communication-information, where the enormous mass of in-
formation circulating in the media contributes to this end. In this scenario, interactive
media short-circuit reflection by challenging the authority of unidirectional, top-down
media technologies. It means the opposition between critical interactivity and passive
consumption.

7. Conclusions

When new media emerge, a mixture of distrust and illusion takes place. Through a
contemporary lens, it is viewed by the conjunctural aims and necessity. In the case of the
Internet and social media, in the first phase, its eruption was embraced by academics who
saw it as a way of involving young people in politics, who had suffered from disaffection
and rejection. They emphasized its emancipatory, horizontal, and participatory qualities.
They highlighted the chance for everyone to be a producer and play an active role in
opposition to television.

Decades later, a wave of disenchantment, apathy, and rejection prevailed in intellec-
tual analysis. The previous generation of technological determinists, who welcomed it
with open arms, has been displaced by the ones that claimed that we had no chance of
participation and perpetuated industrial age exploitation. Both underestimate the active
character of society, re-appropriation, and mechanisms of rejection. The media and technol-
ogy condition users’ behavior and facilitate it, but do not determine it. There is room for
individual attitudes behind them.

The transition from Web 1 to 2.0 involves more than just increasing the speed and
volume of data. It also brings about changes in individual behavior and social relationships,
which can be facilitated or hindered by technology. While the ARPANET project, hacker
logic, and the university environment may have initially influenced the character of the
Internet, a logic of free market and exploitation has since taken over the entire environment.
In an unequal power relationship, large platforms take advantage of universality to pay
taxes in places where they can pay less, store data and servers where they are not regulated,
and extract data where there is no opposition. This results in users being unable to access
the benefits of relocation.

Rather than engaging in sterile battles about who determines who, whether technology
determines society or vice versa, we can understand it as a constant negotiation between
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several parties. Throughout recent history, we have observed technologies that were
announced as definitive, such as web 3 or semantics, have had no impact on society.
Conversely, others that were thought to be ending, such as books, radio, and cinema, have
remained. However, the impact of technology is not solely determined by citizens. Social
networks have taught us that we can only interact with what the algorithm presents to us.

The field of Internet studies has undergone a shift in focus from emphasizing user
capabilities to highlighting the extraction of data by platforms from user activity.

8. Future Directions

Currently, the academic community is primarily focused on the impact of bots on
elections, the geopolitical implications of data extraction and storage in relation to TikTok
and China, and the expansion of surveillance to include facial recognition technology. This
necessitates the establishment of ethical boundaries, determining what is permissible, what
constitutes a violation, and what should be prohibited. The emergence of new forms of
communication requires the redefinition of established concepts and the introduction of
new concepts and tools, such as pseudo-participation and interactivity. By defining them,
we are framing them as something that requires attention or as something humorous that
poses no danger.

Future research should address the concentration of platform property and its signifi-
cant power over states. Governments face great difficulties in limiting them due to their
delocalization. Another challenge to be analyzed is the rise of Artificial Intelligence and its
evolution. The Semantic Web or Web 3.0, which was claimed to be the next step a decade
ago, is already established. However, there are still many unconnected devices. The scholar
should also pay attention to this development.

Current research must continue to ask, just as the classical critical movement did
from the Frankfurt school to the present day, how we can build a better society. However,
there does not exist only one solution. A combination of proposals may be necessary,
including interstate regulation rules, the deconcentration of property, and media literacy
campaigns. Academic research should be directed towards all of these solutions. Not
only should we focus on the most restrictive aspects, such as analyzing technological and
social network initiatives, but we should also promote good practices and socially relevant
recommendations.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, E.R.-P.; writing—original draft preparation, E.R.-P.;
writing—review and editing, L.L. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: The datasets used during the current study are available from the
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Acknowledgments: The authors would like to express their gratitude for the valuable advice pro-
vided by the members of the Network for studies of culture, inequality and democracy, Department
of Information Science and Media Studies, University of Bergen, Norway. It is worth mentioning that
this article was written during a stay at that center.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

References
Andrejevic, Mark. 2007. iSpy: Surveillance and Power in the Interactive Era. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas.
Andrejevic, Mark. 2009. Critical media studies 2.0: An interactive upgrade. Interactions: Studies in Communication & Culture 1: 35–51.
Boulianne, Shelley, and Yannis Theocharis. 2018. Young people, digital media, and engagement: A meta-analysis of research. Social

Science Computer Review 38: 111–27. [CrossRef]
Brügger, Niels. 2009. Website history and the website as an object of study. New Media & Society 11: 115–32. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439318814190
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444808099574


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 99 11 of 12

Carpentier, Nico. 2007. Theoretical frameworks for participatory media. In Media Technologies and Democracy in an Enlarged Europe.
Edited by Nico Carpentier, Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, Kaarle Nordenstreng, Maren Hartmann, Peeter Vihalemm, Bart
Cammaerts and Hannu Nieminen. Tartu: Tartu University Press, pp. 105–12.

Castells, Manuel. 2004. The Network Society. A Cross-Cultural Perspective. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.
Castells, Manuel. 2009. Communication Power. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Castells, Manuel. 2010. The Rise of the Network Society. Oxford: Blackwell.
Chadwick, Andrew. 2006. Internet Politics: States, Citizens, and New Communication Technologies. New York: Oxford University Press.
Chadwick, Andrew. 2007. Digital network repertoires and organizational hybridity. Political Communication 24: 283–301. [CrossRef]
Cohen-Almagor, Raphael. 2013. Internet history. In Moral, Ethical, and Social Dilemmas in the Age of Technology: Theories and Practice.

Edited by Rocci Luppicini. Pennsylvania: IGI Global, pp. 19–39. [CrossRef]
Curran, James, Natalie Fenton, and Des Freedman. 2016. Misunderstanding the Internet. London: Routledge.
D’Errico, Francesca, Isabella Poggi, and Laura Vincze. 2012. Discrediting signals: A model of social evaluation to study discrediting

moves in political debates. Journal on Multimodal User Interfaces 6: 163–78. [CrossRef]
Downes, Edward J., and Sally J. McMillan. 2000. Defining interactivity: A qualitative identification of key dimensions. New Media &

Society 2: 157–79.
Ellul, Jacques. 2004. Le Bluff Technologique. Paris: Hachette.
Escalona, Núria. 2013. DigiTalk: Del Màrqueting Directe a la Comunicació 2.0. Barcelona: Editorial UOC.
Fuchs, Christian. 2011. Foundations of Critical Media and Information Studies. London: Routledge.
Fuchs, Christian. 2012. Social media, riots, and revolutions. Capital & Class 36: 383–91.
Fuchs, Christian. 2018. Digital Demagogue: Authoritarian Capitalism in the Age of Trump and Twitter. London: Pluto Press.
Fuchs, Christian, Wolfgang Hofkirchner, Matthias Schafranek, Celina Raffl, Marisol Sandoval, and Robert Bichler. 2010. Theoretical

foundations of the web: Cognition, communication, and co-operation. Towards an understanding of Web 1.0, 2.0, 3.0. Future
Internet 2: 41–59. [CrossRef]

Kakisina, Peggy, Tantri Indhiarti, and Muchamad Al Fajri. 2022. Discursive strategies of Manipulation in COVID-19 political discourse:
The case of Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro. SAGE Open 12: 1–9. [CrossRef]

Kerkhof, Peter, Catrin Finkenauer, and Linda D. Muusses. 2011. Relational consequences of compulsive Internet use: A longitudinal
study among newlyweds. Human Communication Research 37: 147–73. [CrossRef]

Kim, Sung T., and David Weaver. 2002. Communication research about the Internet: A thematic meta-analysis. New Media & Society 4:
518–38.

Kleinrock, Leonard. 2010. An early history of the internet [History of Communications]. IEEE Communications Magazine 48: 26–36.
[CrossRef]

Kobayashi, Tetsuro. 2010. Bridging social capital in online communities: Heterogeneity and social tolerance of online game players in
Japan. Human Communication Research 36: 546–69. [CrossRef]

Laineste, Liisi. 2013. Funny or aggressive? Failed humor in internet comments. Folklore: Electronic Journal of Folklore 53: 29–46.
[CrossRef]

Loader, Brian D., and Dan Mercea. 2012. Social Media and Democracy: Innovations in Participatory Politics. London: Routledge.
Lovink, Geert. 2004. Fibra Oscura: Rastreando la Cultura Crítica de Internet. Madrid: Tecnos/Alianza.
Lovink, Geert. 2016. Redes sin Causa: Una Crítica a las Redes Sociales. Barcelona: Editorial UOC.
Madden, Mary, and Susannah Fox. 2006. Riding the waves of ‘Web 2.0’. Pew Internet and American Life Project. October 5. Available

online: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2006/10/05/riding-the-waves-of-web-2-0/ (accessed on 3 November 2023).
Mayer-Schönberger, Viktor, and Kenneth Cukier. 2013. Big Data: A Revolution That Will Transform How We Live, Work, and Think.

Markham, ON: Eamon Dolan/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
McLuhan, Marshall. 1964. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Moragas Spà, Miquel de. 2011. Interpretar la Comunicación: Estudios Sobre Medios en América y Europa. Barcelona: Gedisa.
Morozov, Evgeny. 2012. The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom. New York: PublicAffairs.
Mortillaro, Marcello, Marc Mehu, and Klaus Scherer. 2011. Subtly different positive emotions can be distinguished by their facial

expressions. Social Psychological and Personality Science 2: 262–71. [CrossRef]
Mosco, Vincent. 2011. The Digital Sublime: Myth, Power, and Cyberspace. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Olsson, Tobias. 2013. Producing the Internet: Critical Perspectives of Social Media. Göteborg: Nordicom.
O’Reilly, Tim. 2005. What Is Web 2.0. O’Reilly Media. Available online: https://www.oreilly.com/pub/a/web2/archive/what-is-web-

20.html (accessed on 4 November 2023).
Pariser, Eli. 2017. El Filtro Burbuja. Cómo la red Decide lo que Leemos y lo que Pensamos. Barcelona: Taurus.
Piko, Bettina, Dora Prievara, and David Mellor. 2017. Aggressive and stressed? Youth’s aggressive behaviors in light of their internet

use, sensation seeking, stress and social feelings. Children and Youth Services Review 77: 55–61. [CrossRef]
Poggi, Isabella, and Francesca D’Errico. 2010. Cognitive modelling of human social signals. In Proceedings of the 2nd International

Workshop on Social Signal Processing (SSPW’10). New York: Association for Computing Machinery, pp. 21–26. [CrossRef]
Scolari, Carlos. 2008. Hipermediaciones: Elementos para una Teoría de la Comunicación Digital Interactiva. Barcelona: Gedisa.
Sunstein, Cass R. 2001. Republic.com. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Sunstein, Cass R. 2017. #Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600701471666
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-4666-2931-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12193-012-0098-4
https://doi.org/10.3390/fi2010041
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440221079884
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2010.01397.x
https://doi.org/10.1109/MCOM.2010.5534584
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2010.01388.x
https://doi.org/10.7592/FEJF2013.53.laineste
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2006/10/05/riding-the-waves-of-web-2-0/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550610389080
https://www.oreilly.com/pub/a/web2/archive/what-is-web-20.html
https://www.oreilly.com/pub/a/web2/archive/what-is-web-20.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1145/1878116.1878124


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 99 12 of 12

Thompson, John B. 1995. The Media and Modernity: A Social Theory of the Media. Cambridge: Stanford University Press.
Treré, Emiliano, and Daniele Cargnelutti. 2014. Movimientos sociales, redes sociales y Web 2.0: El caso del Movimiento por la Paz con

Justicia y Dignidad. Comunicación y Sociedad 27: 183–203. [CrossRef]
Walsh, Michael, and Stephanie Baker. 2017. The selfie and the transformation of the public–private distinction, Information. Communi-

cation & Society 20: 1185–203. [CrossRef]
Williams, James. 2018. Stand out of Our Light: Freedom and Resistance in the Attention Economy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Zuboff, Shoshana. 2019. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power. London: Profile

Books.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.15581/003.27.36010
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1220969

	Introduction 
	The Transition from Web 1 to 2.0 
	Beyond Technological Determinism 
	The Old-New Power 
	The Pseudo-Participation in 2.0 Age 
	The Meaning of Interactivity in Social Media 
	Conclusions 
	Future Directions 
	References

