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The good, the bad and the web
While the positive power of the internet is illustrated by its role in the Arab 
Spring, its potential for harm is as yet poorly understood.

When Sir Tim Berners-Lee invented the 
World Wide Web, enabling information to 
be shared in ways never before imagined 
possible, he assumed it would be a 
force for good, Dame Stephanie Shirley, 
Founder, Oxford Internet Institute, F 
International/Xansa plc and Past Master, 
Worshipful Company of Information 
Technologists told PITCOM’s June meeting 
in the House of Commons.

The meeting was staged as the latest 
in a series of colloquia on the ethical 
and spiritual dimensions of the internet, 
held in partnership with the Information 
Technologists’ Company.

Today, we have seen the internet’s 
potential for good in the events of the 
Arab Spring, Dame Stephanie said. Some 
30% of people who use the internet now 
regard it as essential, and yet nine million 
people in the UK alone have never been 
online, and more than a quarter of Britons 
do not have internet access, she said.

Some of the internet’s properties 
can support both positive and negative 
activities, Dame Stephanie said. “At the 
individual level the anonymity critical to 
freedom of expression also allows people 
to develop separate e-personalities. Some 
become addicted to online shopping, 
gaming, or gambling. Others are in a 
continual state of partial attention.”

For business, the picture was again 
mixed, with the internet both lowering 
costs and allowing people access to 
new and bigger markets; and enabling 
copyright piracy to take place, she said. 
As for government, it should view the 
internet as a utility. There is an economic, 
as well as a social and moral case, for 

public services to work online.
“So the internet can be a force for 

good, or ill. The technical developments 
are not the key issues – it is how 
technology is transforming society at an 
accelerating rate, transforming society 
and challenging all our assumptions 
about communication.”

The Rt Revd & Rt Hon Dr Richard 
Chartres, The Bishop of London, said he 
personally found the internet invaluable 
as a way of renewing old friendships and 

connections, and it had the potential to 
play a positive role on a global scale as 
well. “One of the needs of the world into 
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What is of most interest and concern is the 
potential impact of the internet on people’s ways 
of relating to each other. 

which we are moving is a real need for a 
global conversation about wisdom, and 
maybe the internet can enable that large 
scale discussion”, said Dr Chartres.

The internet also had the power to help 
people find out about the church, he said 
– “the website is now the church porch 
undoubtedly, that is how people find their 
way in” – and help increase transparency 
where there may be corruption in 
government or society: “I have just come 
from a meeting in Nigeria where the 

internet is undoubtedly shedding light 
into murky corners.”

But what is of most interest and concern 
is the potential impact of the internet on 
people’s ways of relating to each other, 
as generations emerge which are totally 
immersed in online experiences, Dr 
Chartres said.

“Clearly the internet makes it possible 
for us to project our insides, our desires 
and our cravings onto the screen, for us to 
assemble communities in our own image, 
following our own interests.

More research is needed into the 
effect on two generations which have 
had experiences of life on the internet, 
and a third coming along which is totally 
internet native.

“We are relating through the screen 
in a very discarnate way. What sort of 
pressures does it impose on human 
relationships?
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Executive summary

• The internet’s potential for good can be seen in its ability to renew old 
friendships and connections; strengthen the rise of democracy; increase 
transparency in government; and play host to global discussion about the 
world’s problems.

• However it also has a darker side: its ability to allow people to develop 
separate ‘e-personalities’ mean it can fuel addictions, and allow extreme voices 
to influence vulnerable people.

• Social change is likely to intensify further over the next 25 years with the 
emergence of PC-like processing power in very small packages, enabling an 
‘internet of things’. Positive social benefits of this could include more efficient 
storage and transport of food.

• But what is of most concern is the potential impact of all these technologies 
on people’s ways of relating to each other. More research is needed into the 
pressures the internet might impose on human relationships.
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“Are we aware we are developing a 
new way of relating, which could well 
have its advantages such as renewal of 
old friendships, but could also lead to 
a situation in which we are less able to 
sustain the human relationships from 
which our greatest joys come?”

Another major danger stemming from 
the internet’s detachment from physical 
human communities was that it allows 
greater scope for extreme voices to 
have an effect on vulnerable people, Dr 
Chartres said. 

“Such voices can preach hate on the 
internet in a way which excites people 
with religious ideas where they don’t 
have a community and social setting. 
They have lost their moorings.”

Warren East, Chief Executive of chip 
designer ARM, told the meeting that any 
new technology has a good side and a 
bad side.

“If we look to history we can say yes, 
there is always a downside, but over time, 
generally society gets more of the benefit 
and less of the downside because the 
good tends to rise to the surface,” East 
said. “I would argue, as a technologist, 
that we as a society need to make sure 

that technology is our slave, rather than 
the other way around.”

Over the next 25 years we will see 
PC-like processing power emerging in 
very small packages, able to operate for 
tens of years without changing batteries, 
enabling the creation of an ‘internet of 
things’ as more and more objects in the 
home and outside connect to the internet, 
said East.

Positive social benefits of this could 
include more efficient storage and 
transport of food, as food shortages loom. 
“The world is made up of regions, some 
more advanced than others in terms of 
technologies and access to everyday 
necessities like food and water. But with 
better communications, better education, 
we are led to better food and water 
supplies.”

Looking even further ahead, new 
technologies would continue to save 
people time, East said. “Apart from food, 
time is our most valuable resource. Our 

perception of time has changed over 
the years – once upon a time it was very 
difficult to travel to the other side of the 
world, now you can do it in a matter of 
a few hours. Similarly with web-based 
services, things that used to take a long 

time can now be done in milliseconds.”
In a question and answer session, 

one delegate asked whether some 
crimes should now perhaps no longer be 
categorised as crimes because the laws 
they break, such as privacy injunctions, 
can no longer be enforced in the internet 
age.

However, East said “just because it 
is impractical to prosecute somebody, 
does not mean the crime is not a crime 
– we need to tame the technology so it 
serves our purposes, and not the other 
way around.”

Closing the discussion, Dr Chartres 
said that ultimately, it is an illusion that 
the internet is simply a tool to be used 
by man for good or ill – rather it has the 
capacity to alter our behaviour and shape 
our lives. “In fact it is a major part of the 
world that we are interacting with, and it 
is changing us profoundly. We have still 
not begun to scratch the surface of this 
debate.”
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As a society we need to make sure that  
technology is our slave, rather than the other  
way round. 


