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ABSTRACT 

This subject matter of this study is the first decade of Internet connectivity in Israel. 

This study looks into the infrastructure, the physicality, the bureaucracy, and 

institutional aspects of the Internet. It is about the struggles between the various actors 

involved in bringing the Internet to Israel and other relevant actors, and decisions that 

were made by the state and non-governmental organizations, such as the Inter-

University Computing Center, as part of that process. It is not about the things that 

people were doing with the Internet, or the meanings that the general public attributed 

to it. Rather, it focuses on the nitty-gritty of the arrival of the Internet to Israel and its 

diffusion around the country: which connections were made? When? What problems 

were involved? It also investigates the social, political, and cultural background 

against which the Internet can be seen to be spreading throughout the country: what 

kind of regime did Israel have in the mid-80s? And in the mid-90s? How might these 

changes be related to the introduction of the Internet—not in the sense that one caused 

the other, but in terms of the broader processes of change that characterized Israel 

during those years, such as globalization and liberalization? 

 

This study focuses on the technology of the Internet: on the cables and wires that 

carry the Internet around the world; on the legal and administrative processes that are 

called into play as the Internet reaches a new country. Thus, while not driven by a 

new social phenomenon such as Internet dating or the uses of social networking sites, 

this study nonetheless sheds light on the social contexts in which the processes 

described in the course of this dissertation are embedded. By not taking the 

technology for granted, this study shows that the infrastructure behind the Internet is 
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also a social phenomenon with a political economy, no less than the social and 

cultural forms that are based on that infrastructure. 

 

Based on interviews with over twenty key players and analyses of a large number of 

press articles and other documents, this dissertation is underpinned by two major 

theoretical bodies of literature: Science and Technology Studies (STS) and 

globalization. For adherents to the STS approach, a ―technological enterprise is 

simultaneously a social, an economic, and a political enterprise‖ (MacKenzie, 1987, 

p. 198). STS scholars believe that ―although technologies clearly have impacts, the 

nature of these is not built in to the technology but depends on a broad range of social, 

political and economic factors‖ (Mackay & Gillespie, 1992, p. 686). It is these 

insights that inform the current study, with different emphases adopted in the different 

chapters. 

 

The current study also makes prominent usage of Saskia Sassen‘s approach to 

globalization, and in particular her conception of it as ―multiscalar‖. In particular, 

given that ―most global processes materialize in national territories and do so to a 

large extent through national institutional arrangements‖ (Sassen, 1999b, p. 410), I 

study the national institutional arrangements surrounding the Internet in Israel and 

explore the struggles over their establishment. Sassen also stresses that globalization 

is something that must be produced. Similarly, this study seeks to demystify the 

arrival of the Internet in Israel, a central aspect of the country‘s globalization over the 

last 20 years. In order to do so I look into the specific actions and decisions that 

accompanied the arrival of the Internet as a commercial enterprise in Israel. 
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The findings of this study are presented in four chapters. This first of these examines 

the diffusion of the Internet to Israel and its subsequent commercialization. It focuses 

on two critical moments. First, the initial connections made between Israeli computers 

and networks in Europe and the United States, and second, the commercialization of 

the Internet, that is, the opening up of the Internet to use by private customers from 

their homes or businesses. Given that Israel is clearly not the kind of totalitarian 

regime that has strongly resisted the Internet, or at least placed stringent restrictions 

on its use, such as North Korea or China, it would seem churlish to say that its arrival 

in Israel was not in some way ―inevitable‖, despite the technologically determinist 

undertones of such a description. However, this is not to say that the process of its 

arrival should be taken for granted. For instance, closer examination of the Internet‘s 

diffusion to Israel reveals the importance of physical movement in space by certain 

identifiable individuals between Israel and the United States. It also suggests that 

Jewish ethnic ties played some part in Israel‘s early connection to certain academic 

networks. While the literature on the diffusion of the Internet outside the US discusses 

the variables that determine the speed of its spread in a given country, my approach is 

to closely observe the process by which the Internet arrives at a new country in the 

first place.  

 

The second major focus of the chapter is on the commercialization of the Internet. I 

describe how the network went from being a closed academic network to its gradually 

being opened up to the public at large. In this, Israel would seem to have advanced 

relatively slowly. By asking why that was, and by comparing the process of the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel with its diffusion to that country, and the 

different speeds at which those processes took place, I am able to throw light on 
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broader processes at play in Israeli society. I ask how it is that as Israel became more 

institutionally similar to the United States, the diffusion of the Internet to and within 

Israel seemed to be taking place at a slower pace. I suggest that the answer to this 

problem lies in the different levels of activity involved: in the first instance—bringing 

the Internet to Israel; receiving the .il suffix—the state was not involved. Instead, 

there were local initiatives by individual actors and small groups. However, the latter 

process—the commercialization of the Internet—enacted the bureaucratic 

mechanisms of the Israeli state as the Ministry of Communications was required to 

draw up licenses, issue them, and so on.  

 

The analysis in this chapter is conducted at a micro level, identifying specific actors 

and pinpointing their role in the processes discussed. However, their contributions are 

also placed in broader context. This context is very specific to Israel of the 1980s and 

1990s. In particular, my analysis reveals the importance of informal Jewish networks 

and migratory movement through space in understanding the timing and mechanics of 

the diffusion of the Internet to Israel as a process of globalization, and highlights the 

institutional and bureaucratic contexts of two major moments in that process. 

 

The second chapter focuses on the emerging Internet Service Provision (ISP) industry 

in Israel in the early 1990s. Developing ideas presented in the previous chapter, it 

deals with the process of its formation, which we could also call the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel, referring to the fact that the Internet ceased 

to be a service provided for free by academic institutions for its members, becoming 

instead a commodity purchased from private enterprises. Although the entrepreneurs 

and owners of ISP companies are at the heart of the analysis, the chapter also refers to 
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the Ministry of Communications (MoC), Bezeq, and experts with no financial interest 

in the Internet, such as representatives of MACHBA (the Inter-University Computing 

Center).  

 

The chapter opens with a discussion of how to theoretically conceptualize the set of 

owners of Internet Service Providers (ISPs). Concluding that they cannot be said to 

form any kind of community, I draw on Bourdieu to analyze the relations between 

one another and with the field of power, represented here by the Ministry of 

Communications. I report on three distinct sets of attitudes to the MoC and Bezeq—

indifference, indignation, and acceptance—which characterized the founders of small, 

medium-sized, and large ISPs respectively. I argue that these sets of attitudes are 

explicable in terms of actors‘ location in the field, and their habitus. In particular, I 

focus on the attitudes of the medium-sized ISPs, and discuss the changing shape of 

the field and the entrance of big business, which I relate to the liberalization and 

globalization of the Israeli political economy, and especially the de-monopolization of 

Bezeq, both in the market for internal phone calls, and more notably regarding 

overseas telephony.  

 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of macro level processes, in particular the 

globalization of Israeli society and the liberalization of the country‘s economy. I 

argue that these processes are reflected in the ownership of the ISPs that appeared in 

Israel in the second half of the 1990s, two aspects of which are immediately clear: 

firstly, the involvement of foreign investment; and secondly, the involvement of the 

Israeli economic elite, populated by people with what I describe as a global habitus. 

Specifically, the chapter shows that one does not need a global habitus to be an 
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Internet expert; however, as the Internet became more global and adopted more of the 

rules of the global economy (for instance, a few large companies dominating an 

industry), the people lacking a global habitus found themselves being left behind. This 

forced small ISPs out of business, while making life much harder for the medium-

sized ISPs. Sensing that they were losing their ability to define the field of Internet 

provision, with the rules of the field shifting from those of the Netizen to those of the 

Transnational Capitalist Class, I argue that the owners of the medium-sized ISPs were 

left with nothing but anger as their main resource.  

 

Drawing on the insight from STS that that technologies are not socially neutral either 

in their design or their consequences, Chapter 5 looks at the linkage between the 

technology of the Internet as it emerged in Israel during the early 1990s, and the 

various values associated with it, especially techno-utopianist values. All technologies 

are value-laden—they are instilled with values by the people who develop them, and 

they have the potential to change society in morally significant ways. While the 

values associated with some technologies are not always explicitly discussed, other 

technologies are subjected to intense normative debate. The Internet belongs to the 

latter set of technologies, with arguments for its democratizing influences put forward 

on the one hand, and assertions regarding its role in alienating individuals from one 

another in modern societies on the other.  

 

The chapter inquires into the values associated with the Internet in its early days in 

Israel, asking questions such as: how was the Internet represented? Were there 

differences in perceptions of the Internet among different groups of actors? What 

values were seen as accompanying the Internet? What was the perceived affinity 
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between those values and the technology itself? I ask these questions in relation to 

press representations of the Internet, and the ways that founders of ISPs and 

individuals intimately connected with its import to Israel talked about it. I find that 

while the press adopts a largely utopian tone when talking about the Internet, which, I 

suggest, resonates with changes in Israeli society in the early 1990s, and especially 

the peace process, the people who were actually bringing the Internet into the public‘s 

homes talked about it quite differently. Rather than seeing the worth of the Internet as 

lying in purported external consequences, they were enthusiastic about it as a 

technological development in and of itself. I suggest that technological experts gain 

―existential pleasure‖ from seeing the Internet diffuse, and that they are not driven by 

any potential it might have to make the world a better place, however one might 

understand that. In general, it appears that the closer the actors referred to in this 

chapter were to the actual provision of the Internet to people‘s houses in Israel of the 

mid-1990s, the further they were further from the global discourse of technological 

utopianism. 

 

The final chapter of this study moves away from the infrastructure of the Internet in 

Israel. However, it nonetheless remains ―behind the scenes‖ of the Internet as we use 

it, looking instead at the technologies that enable the representation of Hebrew letters 

on our computer screens. In very simple terms, the problem with Hebrew in the 

context of computers is that Hebrew is written from right to left, while computer code, 

such as the code behind Hebrew-language web pages, is written from left to right. 

Another problem, obviously, is that Hebrew is not written in Latin characters. These 

are problems shared by a number of other languages in the world, all of whom seem 
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to be converging on a shared solution—that of the Unicode system of encoding 

characters.  

 

With regard the specific case of Hebrew, I show how competing solutions for working 

with Hebrew have given way to one dominant technology. I link the processes at 

work in the Israeli context with the broader issue of the ―multilingual Internet‖, and 

use them to ask whether the commonly accepted solution for representing non-Latin 

texts on computer screens is an instance of cultural imperialism and convergence 

around a western artifact. Rejecting this interpretation, I suggest that the currently 

dominant technology actually enables the localization of the Internet in diverse 

countries across the globe. 

 

The four main chapters that comprise the body of this dissertation approach different 

aspects of the arrival and diffusion of the Internet in Israel. They look at the Internet‘s 

very arrival; its institutionalization as a commercial field; the values associated with it 

by various actors; and the infrastructure behind the usage of Hebrew letters on web 

pages. What binds these various concerns together is the way they relate to questions 

of globalization, especially those relating to how globalization is produced by 

specifiable people in specific circumstances. 
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FOREWORD 

On Wednesday 30
th

 January 2008, an abandoned anchor got tangled in two submarine 

fiber optic cables in the Mediterranean Sea about eight kilometers north of 

Alexandria, Egypt, causing them significant damage. The damage was so bad that 

almost 85 million Internet users across Asia had their bandwidth severely reduced or 

wiped out altogether. Indeed, up to 75% of India‘s bandwidth was lost. This did not 

only affect casual Internet surfers, but also many of the call centers that have been 

opened in India in recent years, reliant as they are on the Internet for telephony. 

Elsewhere, at Cairo International Airport, travel agents were unable to make online 

ticket reservations for their customers. Stock exchanges across the Middle East were 

disrupted as information was unable to flow freely between financial centers in the 

Gulf states and the United States. Bandwidth became a scarce and valuable resource, 

and governments of the affected countries pleaded with their citizens not to use it up 

by downloading music and videos. To add insult to injury, a flotilla that was 

dispatched to fix the damaged cables was prevented from doing so by bad weather 

and heavy seas. The repairs were eventually completed by 11
th

 February and normal 

Internet service was resumed across the Middle East and Asia. 

 

This episode reveals the material contingency of the Internet. The effortlessness with 

which we surf the web or send and receive emails was quite bluntly shown to rely on 

a set of physical arrangements that may sometimes shift, thus disrupting our ability to 

perform tasks that we carry out unthinkingly many times a day. These physical 

arrangements are constituted by the submarine fiber optic cables that carry the vast 

majority of the world‘s Internet traffic, and the networks that ultimately bring the 
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Internet to our homes and offices. Mostly they are invisible—both in the literal sense 

and in the sense that we give them no thought—though events such as the one 

described above suddenly bring them to the forefront of our awareness. Then, they 

become powerfully visible, and we (and more so the 85 million people who lost their 

Internet connectivity) are forced to acknowledge that the Internet is a physical 

phenomenon whose smooth running is dependent on the weather, the absence of stray 

anchors on the ocean floor, and a plethora of other factors and circumstances.  

 

Moreover, these disruptions also show the cables that carry the Internet to be an 

indispensible part of our social fabric. When the cables get cut, we realize that 

someone owns them, a notion that sits uneasily with our conceptions of information 

flying freely around the world; we realize that someone put them there, and not 

elsewhere, and wonder why they are there and not somewhere else: it transpires, for 

example, that Alexandria is a crucial Internet junction, much like it was an important 

stop on the Spice Route. Is information flowing around the world today along the 

same continental and maritime pathways that spices were traded hundreds of years 

ago? It further transpires that Israel was not in any way affected by the damage to the 

cables off Egypt as its Internet arrives via a different cable from the rest of the Middle 

East. Is this another way that Israel is isolated from its geographical location? 

 

In other words, if we scratch but a little beneath the surface, we quickly discover that 

the physical backbone of the technology that has rapidly become constitutive of social 

life in the west is imbued with meaning. Infrastructure matters. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 THE INTERNET IN ISRAEL 

The Internet in Israel is a thoroughly widespread phenomenon. Around 1.2 million 

households are connected to the Internet, of which 90% have high-speed connections 

(ISHITECH, 2006). There are an estimated 3.7m users of the Internet in Israel,
1
 or 

51.5% of the population, placing Israel among the world‘s leading countries in terms 

of Internet connectivity.
2
 To be sure, Israel has its own digital divides (Mizrachi et al., 

2005), but these too differ little from those of other industrialized nations (DiMaggio 

et al., 2001; Hawkins & Hawkins, 2003; Milner, 2006; Van Dijk & Hacker, 2003). 

Furthermore, Israel has an extremely vibrant hi-tech sector, which has earned the 

country the tongue-in-cheek nickname of Silicon Wadi. In short, Israel is fully 

integrated into the world of the Internet, and for large swathes of the population it is 

an everyday technology which is quite simply taken for granted. 

 

However, similarly to other technologies which we now treat as natural parts of our 

lives, such as the car or the mobile telephone, the Internet has a history. This history 

                                                 
1
 See the Internet World Stats website, http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats5.htm, accessed 

6/9/2007. 

2
 For the sake of comparison, the penetration rate in the US is 69%, in Sweden 75%, in Germany 61%, 

in Ireland 50%, and in Spain 43% (http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm, accessed 6/9/07). 

Furthermore, this figure is misleadingly low given that it includes children, of whom there are many in 

Israel compared to EU countries; also, of course, Israel has an ultra-Orthodox Jewish population, some 

of whose rabbis forbid the use of the Internet at home.  

http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats5.htm
http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm
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may be seen in purely technical terms: which computer programs were written by 

whom? Which machines performed what computational tasks? When was the first 

sub-oceanic fiber-optic cable laid? But the Internet also has a social history: what 

were the social conditions that ensured funding for the research behind Internet 

technologies? What configurations of social networks were involved in the diffusion 

of these technologies? What cultural and political aspects at state level influenced 

policy regarding the Internet? What struggles took place over the shape of the various 

computer networks that emerged during the 1980s and 1990s? These are questions 

that bring us into the realm of sociology, and more specifically, the sociology of 

technology. 

 

The Internet has a context too. For some, this context is the Cold War and the 

American military (Abbate, 1999); for others it is the subversive and hippy 

environment of the original hacking movement (M. Hauben & Hauben, 1997; R. 

Hauben, 2004; Turner, 2006). In this study, though, the context is globalization, and 

in particular the globalization of Israeli society, state and political-economy. As I 

explain below, the conception of globalization represented in Saskia Sassen‘s writings 

is adopted here. Two notions are particularly salient. First, globalization is a 

phenomenon that simultaneously subsists at various supra- and sub-national levels. 

That is, the local activities of local actors constitute the global no less than the 

machinations of the UN, for example. Second, globalization is produced by specific 

actors in identifiable locations. These theses of Sassen‘s inform much of what 

follows, and I expand on them later in this introduction. 
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This subject matter of this study, then, is the first decade or so of Internet connectivity 

in Israel. By ―Internet connectivity‖ I mean connections made between Israeli 

computer networks and similar networks overseas, even if those networks were not 

yet known as the ―Internet‖. As I shall describe below, the first such connection 

merely involved a computer in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem dialing a 

computer in the University of Maryland in the United States, transferring the files and 

messages that had been backed up on the server, and then closing the connection. This 

connection would be made once a day, during the night, so as to keep its costs down. 

However, even this minimalist connection proved to be too expensive at the time 

(1982), and was discontinued.  

 

The first more stable connection to an overseas network was the link to the fledgling 

European Academic Research Network (EARN), which was established in 1984. For 

almost a decade, access in Israel to international computer networks was available to 

academics alone. The next stage was to allow R&D departments of commercial 

enterprises to hook up. Later, in 1995, the general Israeli public was permitted to buy 

private Internet connectivity packages from the newly formed Internet Service 

Providers (ISPs). Some thought this was outrageously late. Others thought Israel was 

actually quite far ahead of the field. Be that as it may (and I discuss this matter in 

Chapter 4), it was in about 1996-1997 that the Internet industry started settling down 

and assuming the shape we are familiar with today: commercial companies selling 

connection packages to private individuals and businesses. While the internal 

structure of the ISP industry changed drastically in the second half of the 1990s (of 

which more in Chapter 4), the institutional shape was by then more or less solidified 

in the terms just described. The beginning of the period under study, then, is when the 
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first connections to overseas academic networks were made. The end is more vaguely 

defined as when the Internet had been commercialized and an ISP industry 

established.  

 

1.2 THEORETICAL CONTEXTS 

This study, then, looks into the infrastructure, the physicality, the bureaucracy, and 

institutional aspects of the Internet. It is about the struggles between the various actors 

involved in bringing the Internet to Israel and other relevant actors (such as Bezeq, the 

telecoms incumbent, and the Ministry of Communications), and decisions that were 

made by the state and non-governmental organizations, such as the Inter-University 

Computing Center, or MACHBA, to give it its Hebrew acronym.
3
 One rarely 

discussed aspect of this process relates to struggles over the very way that Hebrew 

letters would be represented on computer screens. Likewise, this study is also about 

the ways the Internet was perceived in the mid-1990s by journalists, commentators, 

and people involved in the industry itself. It is not, therefore, about the things that 

people were doing with the Internet, or the meanings that the general public attributed 

to the Internet (though I am interested in how those closely involved in its diffusion 

interpreted it). I am interested in the nitty-gritty of the arrival of the Internet to Israel 

and its diffusion around the country: which connections were made? When? What 

problems were involved? I am also interested in the social, political, and cultural 

background against which the Internet can be seen to be spreading throughout the 

country: what kind of regime did Israel have in the mid-80s? And in the mid-90s? 

                                                 
3
 In Hebrew, MACHBA stands for merkaz hachishuvim ha’benuniversitai (see 

http://www.machba.ac.il/index_heb.html, accessed 6/9/2007). 

http://www.machba.ac.il/index_heb.html
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How might these changes be related to the introduction of the Internet—not in the 

sense that one caused the other, but in terms of the broader processes of change that 

characterized Israel during those years, such as globalization and liberalization? It is 

in a similar spirit that in Chapter 6 I enquire into the social aspects of the technologies 

that enable the representation of Hebrew letters on a computer screen. I do not ask 

what words those Hebrew letters make up, but rather look backstage at the 

mechanisms for putting the letters on the screen in the first place. Here too the 

processes I uncover feed into wider issues to do with globalization and culture. 

 

Something of what I am striving for can be gleaned from a long article
4
 that was 

published in Wired magazine, an online and printed publication dealing with 

technology, society, and culture. In Neal Stephenson‘s piece from 1996, ―Mother 

Earth, Mother Board‖ (Stephenson, 1996), the author presents us with his extensive 

research into the FLAG fiber-optic cable than ran for 28,000 kilometers between 

England and Japan—the same cable described in the Foreword above. The details of 

the article need not concern us here, but Stephenson‘s motivation should. He says: 

Before learning about FLAG, I knew that data packets could get from America 

to Asia or the Middle East, but I had no idea how. I knew that it had 

something to do with wires across the bottom of the ocean, but I didn't know 

how many of those wires existed, how they got there, who controlled them, or 

how many bits they could carry. 

 

Stephenson‘s interest is in the materiality of the technologies that have made the 

concept of virtuality a commonplace. As he says: 

                                                 
4
 The article runs to 42,000 words, or 150 double-spaced pages. 
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[W]e take wires completely for granted. This is most unwise. People who use 

the Internet (or for that matter, who make long-distance phone calls) but who 

don‘t know about wires are just like the millions of complacent motorists who 

pump gasoline into their cars without ever considering where it came from. 

 

In this study it is the diffusion of the Internet to Israel and its consequent 

institutionalization that is problematized. I ask how the Internet got here, what shape 

it took, and what struggles were involved in the process. In doing so I am answering 

Susan Leigh Star‘s call to study infrastructure, to attend ―to the plugs, settings, sizes, 

and other profoundly mundane aspects of cyberspace, in some of the same ways we 

might parse a telephone book‖ (Star, 1999, p. 379). Similarly to Stephenson, Star 

asserts, ―[s]tudy an information system and neglect its standards, wires, and settings, 

and you miss […] essential aspects of aesthetics, justice, and change‖ (ibid.). 

Elsewhere, Star argues that ―it is necessary to ‗deconstruct‘ the boring, backstage 

parts of infrastructure, to disembed the narratives it contains and the behind-the-

scenes decisions‖ (Star, 2002, p. 110). One way that Star suggests we read 

infrastructure is as  

a material artifact constructed by people, with physical properties and 

pragmatic properties in its effects on human organization. The truth status of 

the content of the information is not relevant in this perspective, only its 

impact (Star, 1999, p. 387). 

This is an approach with which I largely agree, although I would like to steer clear of 

a language of ―effects‖ and ―impacts‖. Instead I prefer to ask how the infrastructure of 

the Internet in Israel was one aspect of a series of cultural and political changes that 

have made Israel, among other things, a country with widespread Internet presence.  
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Is this, then, a kind of material sociology of the Internet in a specific national 

context?
5
 Beunza et al. offer the following definition: 

Material sociology pays attention to the role played in social relations by 

artefacts and other physical objects and entities […] Material sociologists […] 

have highlighted the constitutive role of objects and artefacts in social 

relations… (Beunza, Hardie, & MacKenzie, 2006, p. 724. Emphasis in the 

original). 

 

However, I suggest reversing this formulation, proposing instead that we pay attention 

to the role played in artifacts and other physical objects by social relations. And while 

I do not doubt ―the constitutive role of objects and artefacts in social relations‖, it is 

the constitutive role of social relations in objects and artifacts that are the concern of 

this study. In other words, the current study is located quite clearly within the 

theoretical and empirical school of Science and Technology Studies, or STS.  

 

1.2.1 SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY STUDIES 

If there is a single underlying tendency, or a shared foundation, to STS research, it is 

its rejection of technological determinism. The centrality of this concept is clearly 

indicated by the attention paid to it in STS texts. Mackay and Gillespie, for instance, 

define it as follows: 

                                                 
5
 It is not a study belonging to the school of the sociology of material culture, as represented by the 

work of Daniel Miller, for instance (Miller, 1998). 
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Technological determinism is the notion that technological development is 

autonomous with respect to society; it shapes society but is not reciprocally 

influenced. […] although technologies clearly have impacts, the nature of 

these is not built in to the technology but depends on a broad range of social, 

political and economic factors (Mackay & Gillespie, 1992, p. 686).  

 

For Winner (1999), technological determinism is ―the idea that technology develops 

as the sole result of an internal dynamic, and then, unmediated by any other influence, 

molds society to fit its patterns‖ (p. 29). According to Lievrouw (2002), technological 

determinists see ―technology as politically and ethnically neutral, an independent 

force with its own inevitable logic and motives, or as a mysterious black box that 

cannot be analyzed socially‖ (p. 185). Williams and Edge sum up the two main 

features of technologically determinist arguments as follows: 

1. […] the nature of technologies and the direction of change [are] 

unproblematic or pre-determined (perhaps subject to an inner ‗technical logic‘ 

or ‗economic imperative‘); 

2. […] technology [has] necessary and determinate ‗impacts‘ upon work, upon 

economic life and upon society as a whole: technological change thus 

produces social and organizational change (Williams & Edge, 1996, p. 868).  

 

Having identified its bête noire, STS literature then goes on to explain why 

technological determinism is wrong. This can be summed up in very general terms by 

Wajcman‘s unequivocal assertion, which is both a theoretical argument, and a 

program for research. She says:  
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A technological system is never merely technical: its real-world functioning 

has technical, economic, organizational, political, and even cultural elements 

(Wajcman, 2002, p. 352). 

 

More specifically, a number of different reasons are proffered for the deficiencies of 

technological determinism as a theory of technology. The first reason is ethical, 

namely the argument that technological determinism encourages passive attitudes to 

technology—taking it for granted, as given. Instead of adopting an unquestioning 

attitude to technologies, in a classic text Bijker and Law posit that ―[u]nderstanding 

them would allow us to see that our technologies do not necessarily have to be the 

way they actually are‖ (Bijker & Law, 1992a, p. 4). While this may sound like one of 

the fundamental tenets of any sociological inquiry, making such a claim about 

technology fifteen or twenty years ago was relatively novel. In any case, one can 

hardly argue with its veracity. 

 

Second, many researchers have pointed out that the technological solutions that are 

adopted are not always ―the best‖. As Wajcman puts it, ―it is not necessarily technical 

efficiency but rather the contingencies of socio-technical circumstances and the play 

of institutional interests that favour one technology over another‖ (Wajcman, 2002, p. 

352). In this regard, there are two senses of ―the best‖. The first asks, for whom is this 

technology ―the best‖? For the factory owner who is about to bring in a new hi-tech 

machine? Or for the worker whose job is about to be replaced by that machine? The 

second sense refers to the fact that, according to some criteria, the prevalent 

technology is actually inferior to a rejected one. The most commonly cited example is 

the layout of the typewriter keyboard. The global standard is the so-called QWERTY 
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keyboard, which was developed during the age of mechanical typewriters, and took 

into account the need to prevent typebars from getting entangled with one another. 

This implied placing letters that commonly follow one another in non-adjacent 

positions on the keyboard. Now that this requirement has been made obsolete by the 

computer keyboard, it has been shown in speed typing tests that an alternative 

keyboard layout is ―better‖—the Dvorak layout. This kind of analysis, based on ―path 

dependency‖, has been used to show that previous steps in the path influence the next 

steps to be taken, and in doing so undermines the contention that any accepted 

technology is by that token ―the best‖ (see, for example, David, 1985). 

 

Third, technological determinism is criticized for seeing technology as a closed box, 

as immune from external considerations and influences. However, as Thomas Hughes 

showed in his landmark book on electrification, technologies actually develop in line 

with a range of other considerations. For example, when ―inventing‖ the light bulb, 

Edison was driven by economic competition with gas systems, considerations which 

entered into the technical aspects of his work (Hughes, 1983). Another external 

influence is often the state. For instance, state funding was crucial to the group of 

computer scientists who created the first academic network in the US (Hafner & 

Lyon, 1996), as it is to an enormous range of scientific endeavors. The military, as a 

subset of the state, is also important (Edwards, 1996). In Israel, for example, the 

army‘s elite computing unit, known by its Hebrew acronym of MAMRAM, has been 

responsible for a number of innovations, as well as being the source of a considerable 

number of Israeli computing entrepreneurs, who leave the unit with an extremely high 

level of technical know-how.  
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More generally, STS researchers talk about ―relevant social groups‖ (Pinch & Bijker, 

1987), asking: who needs a solution to a certain problem? Who defines something as 

a problem? And who has the resources to develop a solution? For instance, librarians 

all over the world needed a solution for cataloguing books and texts in non-Latin 

languages for years, but, as I show in Chapter 6, only when software programmers 

faced the problem of writing software in multiple languages were resources invested 

in developing Unicode. In other words, ―a problem is only defined as such when there 

is a social group for which it constitutes a ‗problem‘‖ (Pinch & Bijker, 1987, p. 414). 

Put crudely, the development of technology is not so much to do with solving 

problems as deciding which problems to solve.  

 

Fourth, according to the approach identified with the work of Thomas Hughes (1983; 

1987; 1988), technologies fit into ―systems‖. For instance, washing machines have to 

fit into other systems—water, electricity, drainage—which constrain and shape their 

design. In other words, no technology is ever utterly independent of others. This is 

also what Star means when she talks about infrastructures being ―built into an 

installed base‖, namely: 

Infrastructure does not grow de novo; it wrestles with the inertia of the 

installed base and inherits strengths and limitations from that base. Optical 

fibers run along old railroad lines (Star, 1999, p. 382). 

 

Fifth and finally, critics point to the tendency of technological determinists to see 

technological development as linear. Instead, STS researchers adopt a spiral model. 

Think, for instance, of how computer software is made: a company releases a non-

final ―Beta version‖; it receives comments and feedback from its users; this feedback 
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is incorporated into the version that is finally released; but even that ―final‖ version is 

continually updated based on users‘ experiences, unforeseen compatibility issues with 

other software and hardware on customers‘ machines, and so on.
6
 

 

All of these points imply that a ―technological enterprise is simultaneously a social, an 

economic, and a political enterprise‖ (MacKenzie, 1987, p. 198), and that, ―although 

technologies clearly have impacts, the nature of these is not built in to the technology 

but depends on a broad range of social, political and economic factors‖ (Mackay & 

Gillespie, 1992, p. 686). It is these insights that inform the current study, with 

different emphases adopted in the different chapters. Thus, Chapter 3 focuses on the 

intricacies of the diffusion process by which the Internet arrived at Israel; Chapter 4 

investigates the social dynamics involved in the construction of the field of 

commercial Internet provision; Chapter 5 discusses the values associated with the 

Internet by various agents; and finally, Chapter 6 offers an in-depth look at the social 

processes and possible implications involved in the technology by which Hebrew 

letters and words—which are written from right to left, in contrast to computer 

code—are represented on our computer screens.  

 

This study, then, draws on an array of theoretical contributions from the STS 

literature as it observes the first decade of international computer networking in Israel. 

In sum, five central assumptions of STS research as identified by Bijker and Law 

(1992a) can be seen as guiding this study: 

                                                 
6
 For instance, even after Microsoft launches the ―final‖ versions of its Windows and Office software 

suites, it later releases ―Service Packs‖ which take into account problems that the programmers 

themselves had not stumbled across or foreseen. 
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1. Technological change is contingent; 

2. Technologies are born out of conflict (and thus could have been otherwise); 

3. This does not imply overt conflict, but at the very least the strategies adopted 

should be mapped; 

4. A technology can be stabilized only if the ―heterogeneous relations‖ of which 

it is a part are stabilized; and 

5. Strategies and their consequences are emergent phenomena, that is, they result 

from interactions. 

 

To say that this study is one that falls within the STS school is to say that it adopts a 

certain perspective on technology. However, there is an important sense in which the 

main contribution made by STS is methodological, that is, it is tells us how we should 

(and should not) study technology. When the field was new and Latour and Woolgar 

were explaining how scientific facts are socially constructed (Latour & Woolgar, 

1979), the methodological contribution was novel and rightly took center stage. 

Today, however, I suggest that the tools of STS be deployed not only for their own 

sake, but rather to help us navigate other theoretical concerns as well. A main one of 

these in this study is to do with the literature on globalization.  

 

1.2.2 GLOBALIZATION  

―Globalization‖ is a contested term, though Robertson‘s by now classic definition still 

seems to provide a starting point for many: he defines globalization as a set of 

―processes and actions‖ concerning ―both the compression of the world and the 

intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole‖ (Robertson, 1992, p. 8). This 

could be paraphrased as saying that globalization involves two main elements: firstly, 
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the transfer and movement of culture around the world, including the very means that 

make such movement possible (i.e., information technologies); and, secondly, shifts 

in identity—from nation-state based identities, to transnational identities, identities 

whose cultural content is not rooted in one society alone. This implies that everybody 

is caught in the net of globalization, that it impinges on the lives of all, and that it 

must be understood as affecting more than just a jet-setting, wealthy elite (Bauman, 

1997, 1998; Tomlinson, 1999). Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that different groups 

have different roles with respect to globalization in its many forms, or that there are 

those who have more influence over its shape and direction than others.
7
 

 

There are two broad approaches to the concepts of global culture, or the globalization 

of culture. The first approach is interested in the way in which local cultures develop 

given processes of globalization, and tends to restrict its analysis to clearly defined 

units, be they tribes, ethnic groups, cities, or even nations. In other words, the 

researcher focuses on a particular social unit in an attempt to see how globalization, 

however he understands it, affects it.
8
 This is the model of much of the research 

conducted on Israel and globalization.
9
 Such research takes a certain culture as its 

                                                 
7
 Leslie Sklair, for instance, documents the discourse and practices of a group he identifies as crucially 

important in the globalization of capitalism, namely the Transnational Capitalist Class (Sklair, 2000). 

8
 Examples of such research are provided by Hannerz‘s essays on Stockholm (Hannerz, 1996, chapter 

13) and Amsterdam (chapter 12), or Friedman‘s work on the Congolese sapeurs – men who travel to 

Paris to buy designer clothes, and then flaunt them when they arrive back in Congo (J. Friedman, 

1990).  

9
 For instance, that of Ram, who studies the effects of globalization on Israeli society in terms of 

globalization and localization, that of Azaryahu (the local adaptation of McDonald‘s to the Israeli 

context), Diamond (Israeli local Jewishness versus American global individualist secularism), and 
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object of study, and documents how that particular culture changes as it is impacted 

by globalization. 

 

The second approach is more concerned with transnational cultures, that is, cultures 

that are not tied to a particular place, but which cross national boundaries. Leslie 

Sklair‘s concept of the Transnational Capitalist Class is an excellent example of a 

group of globally oriented people with a shared transnational culture (Sklair, 2000). 

Those same people are the subject of Bauman‘s even more critical discussion of 

globalization, to which he also adds a transnational understanding of poverty 

(Bauman, 1998). Further examples are provided by what Connell calls ―transnational 

business masculinity‖, by which he means a defined cultural mode which is shared by 

certain powerful men around the world, and Appadurai‘s interest in diasporas 

(Appadurai, 1990, 1996; Connell, 2000). These are all examples of types of cultural 

identity, where the members who share that identity are spread around the world, and 

are aware of the transnational nature of that identity.  

 

My research will draw from both approaches, and will be concerned with Israel both 

as a locale undergoing globalization, as well as with the creation of transnational 

cultural identities. Such identities must be seen in context. Perhaps they can be seen as 

providing an alternative to the strong identity claims made by day-to-day life in Israel 

(the local), as a way of forging a non-Israeli identity, or perhaps they constitute an 

attempt to change something about Israeli identity itself, to make it more global in its 

outlook. These issues will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

                                                                                                                                            
indeed any of the contributors to the Israel Studies special edition on the Americanization of Israeli 

society (Azaryahu, 2000; Diamond, 2000; Ram, 1999, 2007). 
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Notwithstanding the two different approaches just outlined, theory on the 

globalization of culture has reached a point which is by now very widely agreed upon, 

and which can be summed up in a single buzz-word—hybridization (see especially 

Garcia Canclini, 1995; Hannerz, 1992; Nederveen Pieterse, 1995). This concept 

emerged out of a recognition that theories of straightforward cultural colonialism fail 

to take account of the more subtle processes at play when a fragment of one culture 

finds its way into another. It seems that most sociologists and (particularly) 

anthropologists today agree that a piece of culture (a book, a television show, an idea, 

a technology) undergoes a certain transformation as it travels from one culture to 

another.
10

 In contrast to the grandly titled ―global homogenization paradigm‖ (Howes, 

1996), and in opposition to views that see ―Americanization‖ as a simple process of 

exporting American cultural goods and models overseas, this process has been 

variously labeled hybridization, adaptation, indigenization, domestication, or 

creolization, with the idea common to these concepts being that the cultural artifact in 

some way changes to fit in with the local, host society. Nothing is simply uprooted 

and transplanted somewhere else in toto without it undergoing certain processes along 

                                                 
10

 One could quote a large number of writers who express this in slightly different ways. Poly Toynbee, 

for instance, employs a metaphor of strawberry milkshake, oozing its way across to the world, to 

express the way globalization is commonly perceived, before problematizing such an approach 

(Toynbee, 2000). In more academic terms, Howes writes the following: ―… the assumption that […] 

goods, on entering a culture, will inevitably retain and communicate the values they are accorded by 

their culture of origin must be questioned. When one takes a closer look at the meanings and uses given 

to specific imported goods within specific ‗local contexts‘ or ‗realities‘, one often finds that they goods 

have been transformed, at least in part, in accordance with the values of the receiving culture‖ (Howes, 

1996, p. 5). 
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the way. Much use has been made of these concepts in explaining at least part of 

today‘s ―complex‖ and ―multi-dimensional‖ global situation, words which appear 

time and again in writings on globalization—they are used to convey a situation in 

which the relationship between the nation-state and culture is far from simple; in 

which local affiliations intensify just as global identifications are also on the rise; and 

in which culture does not simply move unimpeded from centre to periphery, to name 

but three of the most commonly cited causes of complexity in the global situation. 

 

James Watson‘s excellent collection of ethnographies of McDonald‘s restaurants in 

the Far East shows how the local franchisees maneuver between demands from HQ in 

America and local expectations of what is considered a restaurant, a meal, hygiene, 

and so on. The book convincingly knocks down the idea that the arrival of a 

McDonald‘s restaurant necessarily means the arrival of ―America‖, and shows how 

McDonald‘s restaurants in each country are actually a hybrid of foreign and local 

cultural practices and values (Watson, 1997). Aviad Raz performs a similar task in his 

book on Tokyo Disneyland, in which he shows how ―the local can appropriate, 

domesticate, and steer, as well as travel with, global forces such as leisure, post-

industrialism, and consumer and service culture‖. In other words, he argues that 

Tokyo Disneyland has been ―Japanized‖ (Raz, 1999, pp. 12-13). A further example is 

Judith Fadlon‘s research on alternative medicine in Israel, in which she persuasively 

argues that a particularly Israeli version of oriental medical practices has developed, 

as alternative medicine undergoes a process that she calls domestication (Fadlon, 

1999). 
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These analyses, however, only tell part of the story, and this stems from a tendency to 

see the host society in rather one-dimensional terms. They do not pay attention to the 

processes taking place within the host society itself that influence, or even control, the 

hybridization of a given cultural import, or, more accurately, the exact type of 

hybridization that the cultural import undergoes. It is common enough to state that 

when a cultural entity reaches its destination it becomes, say, Korean, Italian, or 

Israeli. However, such talk glosses over the contested meanings of Korean-ness, 

Italian-ness and Israeli-ness, and treats the host society‘s cultural identity as just 

that—one identity—and not as a series of identities in perpetual negotiation, in which 

interests conflict, in which certain groups are stronger than others, and so on. Fadlon, 

for instance, refers to ―order creating mechanisms‖ that ―translate diversity into 

versions of a dominant narrative‖ (Fadlon, 1999, p. 206), and talks in general terms 

about what society ―will and will not tolerate‖ (p. 59) in a medical system. Howes 

also talks vaguely about the ―values of the receiving culture‖, as if each culture has 

one set of values, instead of a culture comprising several sets of competing values 

(Howes, 1996).  

 

How does this translate into the current research context? Research into the Internet in 

various countries has pointed to the idiosyncrasies of the network in each locality. In 

other words, the Internet—a technology that has been globalized, no less than it is a 

technology that globalizes—undergoes a process of localization when it arrives in a 

new place. The question I ask here, which is a question infrequently asked, is: what 

are the dynamics behind this process of localization? Or more specifically, what 

struggles within the receiving society shape the new product? As I show, especially in 

Chapter 4, the Internet was a site of struggle between groups of people with 
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competing worldviews. It was these struggles over the definition of the Internet that 

gave it its specific institutional form. Put differently, there was no homogenous 

―Israeli context‖ to which the Internet, a global import, had to adapt itself, as previous 

studies of globalization seem to suggest. Instead, the ―Israeli context‖ itself was a site 

of struggles—more regulation, or less? Public access to the Internet, or academic 

access only?—the outcome of which defined the shape of the Internet in Israel in the 

period under study in this research. 

 

Saskia Sassen offers a view of globalization that can be fruitfully employed here (see 

especially Chapter 3). For her, ―the global—whether an institution, a process, a 

discursive practice, or an imaginary—simultaneously transcends the exclusive 

framing of national states, yet partly inhabits, and gets constituted inside, the 

national‖ (Sassen, 2007b, p. 1). This is clearly an accurate description of the Internet: 

it is a global phenomenon, but yet is bounded by nation states, as represented by the 

two-letter suffixes each country has been allocated. As each of the chapters below 

demonstrates, there are deeply local aspects of the introduction to and diffusion of the 

Internet within Israel, including finding a solution to the technical problem of how to 

work with the Hebrew language in web pages. Yet at the same time, one seamlessly 

surfs from sites in Hebrew to sites in English, from sites based in Israel to sites based 

elsewhere in the world.  

 

This implies what Sassen terms a ―multiscalar‖ approach to globalization. She offers 

the World Trade Organization as a case in point: ―the WTO is a global entity, but it 

becomes active once it gets inserted into national economies and polities and can thus 

also be conceived of as multiscalar‖ (Sassen, 2007b, p. 6). Elsewhere she talks in a 
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similar vein about ―overlapping domains of the national and the global‖ (Sassen, 

2000b, p. 221; see also, Sassen, 2003), arguing that to refer to one is to refer to the 

other as well. To see globalization as multiscalar is to reject ―the assumption that if an 

event takes place in a national territory it is a national event, whether a business 

transaction or a judiciary decision‖ (Sassen, 1999b, p. 409). With one eye on the 

global and the other simultaneously on the local, Sassen encourages studies ―where 

the key conceptual, methodological, and empirical effort is to detect how localities or 

local conditions are productive in the shaping of an articulation with global dynamics 

rather than merely victimized by the global‖ (Sassen, 2007b, p. 9). I contend that the 

current study makes precisely the ―multiscalar‖ effort that Sassen discusses. Indeed, 

throughout the following I ask how the field of study ―articulates with global 

dynamics‖. In particular, given that ―most global processes materialize in national 

territories and do so to a large extent through national institutional arrangements‖ 

(Sassen, 1999b, p. 410), I study the national institutional arrangements surrounding 

the Internet in Israel and explore the struggles over their establishment.  

 

As well as seeing it as multiscalar, Sassen also sees globalization as something that 

must be produced. Talking about economic globalization, she says that: 

Governments of countries articulated with the global economic system have 

had to pass multiple legislative measures, regulations, executive orders, and 

court decisions, enabling foreign firms to operate in their territories, their own 

firms to operate abroad, and markets generally to become global (Sassen, 

2003, p. 8). 

Similarly, this study seeks to demystify the arrival of the Internet in Israel, a central 

aspect of the country‘s globalization over the last 20 years. In order to do so I look 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

23 

into the specific actions and decisions that preceded the existence of the Internet as a 

commercial enterprise in Israel. But where Sassen suggests that we ―examine how the 

new ICTs have enabled local actors to become part of global networks‖ (Sassen, 

2004, p. 649), I propose to examine how local actors enabled ICTs to become part of 

global networks. 

 

As mentioned, studies into globalization attribute particular importance to groups that 

are seen as crossing national boundaries in some way, either because they can thereby 

serve as the conduits of transnational transfers of culture or knowledge, or because 

they are held to represent a new kind of post-national identity. The figure of the 

cosmopolitan is held in high esteem in this regard. Hannerz, for instance, sees 

cosmopolitanism as ―a perspective, a state of mind, or—to take a more processual 

view—a mode of managing meaning‖ (Hannerz, 1990, p. 238). For him, ―[t]he 

perspective of the cosmopolitan must entail relationships to a plurality of cultures 

understood as distinctive entities‖ (p. 239). As such, not all contact with other 

countries or cultures indicates cosmopolitanism: ―much of that involvement with a 

wider world which is characteristic of contemporary lives is of this kind, largely a 

matter of assimilating items of some distant provenience into a fundamentally local 

culture‖ (p. 238).  

 

If this is the case, to what extent were the people involved in the import of the Internet 

to Israel cosmopolitans? More significantly, does it matter whether they were or not? 

That is, do you have to have a global orientation in order to play a key part in 
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processes of globalization?
11

 Sassen‘s view of globalization as multiscalar would 

suggest that you do not. But were there aspects of the Internet‘s arrival and 

institutionalization that did benefit those with a more global outlook? Certain of my 

findings would suggest that there were. 

 

The four main chapters of findings each deals with a different aspect of tension 

between the global and the local. In Chapter 3, for instance, I show that the original 

diffusion of the Internet to Israel was carried out by non-cosmopolitan people, while 

in Chapter 4, which focuses on the emergence of the field of commercial Internet 

provision, it transpires that actors with a more global habitus were those who attained 

dominance. Chapter 5 shows that the very people who were bringing the Internet to 

people‘s homes had a much more ―local‖ orientation than the people who were 

writing about the Internet in the mid-1990s and that the former did not adopt the 

global techno-utopian discourse that the latter deployed so naturally in their 

newspaper articles. Meanwhile, Chapter 6 shows how local computing problems are 

being given a global solution which in turn, and somewhat paradoxically, serves to 

reinforce local identities.  

 

1.2.3 INTERNET STUDIES 

As a research project that focuses on the Internet, it would seem quite natural to 

expect that this study would resonate with and contribute to current debates within the 

broad field known as Internet studies. However, perhaps the largest contribution made 

                                                 
11

 I am not, of course, thinking of the unwitting bearers of HIV around the world, or carriers of ―bird 

flu‖ when asking this question. Rather, I am referring to people who are knowingly moving cultural, or 

in this case technological goods around the globe.  
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by this study to that field is that nothing quite like it seems to have been carried out 

thus far. For instance, perusing the papers presented at the Association of Internet 

Researchers‘ annual conference over recent years suggests that no research similar to 

the current study has been presented there.
12

 Moreover, during the course of my work 

on this dissertation, I did not find any other studies conducted in a similar vein. Take, 

for example, the textbook, Society Online: The Internet in Context (Howard & Jones, 

2004). Not one of the bibliographies of the twenty chapters that comprise that volume 

contains any of the works cited above in my survey of STS literature. It would appear 

that study of the Internet is carrying on quite independently of studies of technology. 

 

More specifically, most sociological research into the Internet tends to fall into one of 

three main categories: social capital and community (for example, Howard, Rainie, & 

Jones, 2001; Kraut et al., 2002; Kraut et al., 1998; Nie, 2001; Nie & Erbring, 2000; 

The Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2000); identity, the body and sexuality 

(for instance, Argyle & Shields, 1996; Featherstone & Burrows, 1995; Hobbs, 1998; 

Turkle, 1994, 1995, 1999; Ward, 2001; Waskul, Douglass, & Edgley, 2000); and 

digital divides (for example, Cooper & Weaver, 2003; Crenshaw & Robison, 2006; 

Hess & Leal, 2001; Kennedy, Wellman, & Klement, 2003; Light, 2001; Norris, 2001; 

Robinson, Dimaggio, & Hargittai, 2003; Van Dijk & Hacker, 2003; Wilson, Wallin, 

& Reiser, 2003).  

 

Because this study neither draws from those specific bodies of research nor 

contributes to them, I shall not review them here in detail. However, it is worth asking 

why studies such as this one do not seem to have been undertaken. How come such an 

                                                 
12

 See http://aoir.org/?q=taxonomy/term/41.  

http://aoir.org/?q=taxonomy/term/41
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expansive and expanding literature on a relatively new social phenomenon, or a set of 

social phenomena, has almost entirely ignored the material foundations upon which it 

rests?  

 

One possible answer, which I suggest partly, though not altogether, in jest, is that the 

materiality of the Internet, the cables and routers of which the Internet subsists, is seen 

as boring. On the face of it, for example, the notion that people might be having some 

kind of sexual relations over the Internet would appear much more interesting than the 

discussions held in the Israeli Ministry of Communications about how to license 

Internet Service Providers. As against this notion, however, I have already mentioned 

Susan Leigh Star‘s call to study ―boring things‖ (Star, 1999), while the story of the 

recently damaged cable in the Mediterranean Sea further shows that when the 

technologies we take for granted stop working they become very interesting indeed. 

In a sense, this entire dissertation endeavors to demonstrate that the infrastructure of 

the Internet in Israel is of much wider sociological interest than might at first be 

suspected. 

 

Another reason for the literature‘s failure to acknowledge the material underpinnings 

of the Internet is to do with the disciplinary backgrounds of those who have come to 

study the Internet. In particular, researchers of the Internet tend to be communications 

or cultural theorists, or maybe specialists in gender or stratification. In other words, 

they have an area of expertise—say, consumption, or political participation among 

minority groups—which they then bring to bear on the Internet. Very rarely, however, 

do they come from the field of Science and Technology Studies itself. A notable 

exception is provided by Jennifer Light‘s provocative work on the digital divide 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

27 

(Light, 2001). Rather than trying to measure the digital divide with ever more 

sophisticated tools, Light asks who decided that the digital divide is a problem in the 

first place, and questions the assumptions behind the belief that that improving 

Internet access and skills will help the disadvantaged gain access to the benefits of the 

information age. Taking Light‘s article as the exception that proves the rule, it would 

seem that researchers of the Internet, as multidisciplinary as they may be, have 

ignored the literature on technology provided by the STS school.  

 

The current project, then, most certainly belongs under the rubric of ―Internet 

studies‖, but cannot be readily allocated to any of the categories that seem to have 

emerged in the fifteen or so years that the Internet has been studied. In particular, by 

taking up the literature on technology and society, something that is rarely done 

among Internet researchers, I am able to ask questions about aspects of the Internet 

that tend to be taken for granted. 

 

Having located this study within the school of STS and Internet studies, and having 

explained that it pays particular attention to the way that Internet technologies form 

part of processes to do with globalization, I now locate the research in its empirical 

context, namely, Israeli society of the 1980s and 1990s. 

 

1.3 ISRAEL AS THE CONTEXT FOR THE STUDY 

1.3.1 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The historical context of this research, as mentioned, will be Israel of the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. In the first decades of its existence, the state of Israel was 
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characterized by a remarkable degree of collectivism. Politics, economics, and culture 

were intensely intertwined, and all served the national cause. In the field of 

economics, for instance, there was an almost formal connection between economic 

and political power. The state made politically-motivated appointments to business 

positions and funneled very large funds into various industries, and agricultural and 

workers‘ cooperatives, which in turn were steady suppliers of employment (Shapiro, 

1976). Thus the Israeli economy developed as an extremely centralist one, with 

remarkably high levels of state intervention for a non-communist state. 

 

However, the 1980s saw a period of rapid change, led by the Emergency Stabilization 

Plan, which was intended to deal with a period of three-digit annual inflation. At root, 

the changes involved increased market influence on the economy. This included a 

program of privatization, albeit a limited one, and the focus of industry shifted to 

exports and hi-tech (Levi-Faur, 1999a; Shalev, 1999). Meanwhile, Israel was placed 

under pressure by the US to tie itself into the global economy, with the result that a 

large number of Israeli firms were no longer competitive, as protective tariffs were 

gradually cancelled. By the end of the 1990s, Israel was held up ―as a model of 

economic liberalization and successful adaptation to globalization and technological 

change‖ (Shalev, 2000, p. 129). 

 

This was also the era of the Oslo Accords, and the beginnings of serious hopes for 

peace between Israel and the Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories. 

Significantly, these hopes were sometimes expressed in blatantly economic terms of a 

peace dividend to be reaped from both reduced military expenditure, and increased 

trade as a result of the end of the Arab boycott of Israel (Ram, 2000; Shafir & Peled, 
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2000a). And indeed, the early- and mid-nineties were years of economic growth and 

foreign investment. This ―normalization‖ also had a cultural side, as Israel 

experienced changes in patterns of consumption—shopping centers were opened all 

over the country, filled with more and more American shops (such as Pizza Hut, Ace 

hardware stores, Ben and Jerry‘s Ice-cream, Burger King, Kentucky Fried Chicken, 

Domino‘s Pizza, Office Depot, Toys R Us). As I discuss in Chapter 5, the 

introduction of the Internet to Israel and its diffusion within the country resonated 

with these cultural trends. 

 

1.3.2 WHY ISRAEL? 

There are a number of good reasons for taking Israel as a case study for research into 

the arrival and institutionalization of the Internet in a new country. To start, and 

without lapsing into wide-eyed admiration, few would contest the claim that Israel is 

today a very significant player in the global hi-tech industry.  

 

Insofar as it enabled cheap and fast communications with colleagues and clients 

overseas, the Internet was clearly a factor in the hi-tech boom of the 1990s. Other 

factors commonly cited include the arrival of highly educated immigrants from the 

former Soviet Union; governmental support for hi-tech incubators; and prospects for 

peace that attracted foreign investors. A few figures can demonstrate the extent of the 

boom: in 1990 hi-tech comprised 23% of all industrial exports, rising to 33% by 1997; 

in 1990, 148,870 people were employed in the various high-tech sectors, and by 1996, 

the number had grown to 182,950, over 3% of the population; sales of software 

developed by Israeli companies rose from $450m in 1990 (of which $89m was 

exported) to $3bn in 1999 (of which $2bn was exported); in 1985 the Athena Fund 
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was Israel‘s first and only venture capital company, but by the end of the 1990s there 

were over 100 venture capital companies operating in Israel; between 1995 and 1999, 

exports of technology-intensive sectors rose by 68%; finally, it is claimed that about 

15% of all world-wide Internet technologies originated in Israel (sources: Ministry of 

Immigrant Absorption, 1999; Yachin, 2001b; 2001c).  

 

Outside the hi-tech industry, Israeli society, like other western countries, can be seen 

as becoming more oriented to hi-tech products. There are a number of indicators that 

support this claim. One aspect is the number of Internet users in Israel—as mentioned, 

it is reckoned there are over 3.5m Israelis on-line today. Also, Israel‘s local 

expenditure on information technology was estimated at $2.4 billion in 1997, with a 

steady growth of 12-15% annually (Cohen, 1999). In other words, whilst the growth 

of the hi-tech industry in the nineties is perhaps most clearly visible and measurable, 

there are other indicators that show how Israelis incorporate technological advances 

into their day-to-day life. Israel‘s ―hi-tech revolution‖, then, is not just a story of a 

group of professionals, but is rather part of a broader process that encompasses wide 

sections of Israeli society.
13

 

 

However, Israel‘s hi-tech orientation goes back further than just the 1990s.
14

 Pre-state 

kibbutzim were innovators in agricultural technologies such as drip irrigation and the 

use of hothouses. The Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) also has a long history of research 

                                                 
13

 On the other hand, there are large groups who have no contact with the Internet, be it for ideological 

or financial reasons, namely, the Haredim, and much of the Israeli Arab population. 

14
 The following is based mainly on a series of articles on the history of Israeli hi-tech published in the 

Globes newspaper (Yachin, 2001b, 2001c). 
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and development, and with their roots in underground armaments factories in the 

1920s, Israel‘s military industries exported goods worth $4.4bn in 2006.
15

 The first 

Israeli hi-tech start-up proper—Elron Industries—was founded in 1962 by Uzia Galil 

(who later also set up one of Israel‘s first ISPs, and whom I interviewed for this 

study). In 1964, Motorola established its first subsidiary outside the US, followed in 

1972 by IBM and in 1974 by Intel. In 1984 there was enough hi-tech activity to 

support the founding of the Israel High-Tech Industries Association. In 1988 Israel 

became the eighth country in the world to launch a satellite into space. I mention this 

seemingly disjointed array of events to show that while the 1990s were definitely the 

years of Israel‘s hi-tech boom, they rested on a sturdy infrastructure of research and 

development in a range of technological fields.  

 

In sum, Israel is an established global hi-tech presence. In this context, there are two 

important ways in which the Internet was institutionalized in Israel very early on in 

the process of its diffusion across the world. First, Israel was only the third country in 

the world to be allocated a Country Code Top Level Domain (ccTLD). This refers to 

the two letter codes allocated to individual countries (for instance, .fr for France, or 

.de for Germany). The first two ccTLDs to be allocated were those of the United 

States—.us—and the United Kingdom—.uk—in 1985, the same year that Israel was 

allocated the suffix, .il. While this does not testify directly to the quantity or quality of 

Israel‘s network connections with the rest of the world, the fact that Israel was so 

quick to claim its suffix does suggest a high level of awareness of trends and 

developments in the field. Second, ―[i]n February, 1984, Israel became the first 

                                                 
15

 See http://www.worldtribune.com/worldtribune/WTARC/2007/me_israel_01_03.html (accessed 

10/9/2007). In that article it is also noted that Israel is the fourth largest defense exporter in the world. 

http://www.worldtribune.com/worldtribune/WTARC/2007/me_israel_01_03.html
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international node on the CSNET [Computer and Science Network], soon followed by 

Korea, Australia, Canada, France, Germany, and Japan‖.
16

 And third, Israel was only 

the second country in the world, after Japan, to set up a local chapter of the Internet 

Society, again suggesting that actors in Israel were keeping themselves extremely up 

to date on events to do with the Internet.  

 

In Chapter 3, these facts are investigated as findings as I seek to explain the 

conditions that enabled Israel to be so quick in institutionalizing the Internet in 

various ways. I present them here, though, to show that Israel was indeed an early 

adopter of the Internet, and to suggest that it is a more interesting case study because 

of that.  

 

The final reason for putting Israel forward as an appropriate case with which to ask 

questions to do with the diffusion and institutionalization of the Internet is because it 

is generalizable. That is, despite there being aspects of Israel‘s culture and political-

economy that are unique to Israel, the processes of globalization and liberalization 

that the country underwent during the 1980s and 1990s would appear to have been 

common to many other countries around the world at the time, especially after the 

collapse of the Soviet empire and the increasingly hegemonic status of the American 

economy and western culture. It is therefore hoped that the current study might be 

able to provide a framework for similar studies in other nation states. 

 

                                                 
16

 See http://www.livinginternet.com/i/ii_csnet.htm, accessed 7/8/2006; and also 

http://museum.media.org/eti/RoundThree08.html, accessed 7/8/2006. 

http://www.livinginternet.com/i/ii_csnet.htm
http://museum.media.org/eti/RoundThree08.html
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1.4 THE STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY 

The findings of this study are presented in four chapters. This first of these examines 

the diffusion of the Internet to Israel and its subsequent commercialization. It focuses 

on two critical moments. First, the initial connections made between Israeli computers 

and networks in Europe and the United States, and second, the commercialization of 

the Internet, that is, the opening up of the Internet to use by private customers from 

their homes or businesses. Given that Israel is clearly not the kind of totalitarian 

regime that has strongly resisted the Internet, or at least placed stringent restrictions 

on its use, such as North Korea or China, it would seem churlish to say that its arrival 

in Israel was not in some way ―inevitable‖, despite the technologically determinist 

undertones of such a description. However, this is not to say that the process of its 

arrival should be taken for granted. For instance, closer examination of the Internet‘s 

diffusion to Israel reveals the importance of physical movement in space by certain 

identifiable individuals between Israel and the United States. It also suggests that 

Jewish ethnic ties played some part in Israel‘s early connection to certain academic 

networks. While the literature on the diffusion of the Internet outside the US discusses 

the variables that determine the speed of its spread in a given country, my approach is 

to closely observe the process by which the Internet arrives at a new country in the 

first place.  

 

The second major focus of the chapter is on the commercialization of the Internet. I 

describe how the network went from being a closed academic network to its gradually 

being opened up to the public at large. In this, Israel would seem to have advanced 

relatively slowly. By asking why that was, and by comparing the process of the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel with its diffusion to that country, and the 
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different speeds at which those processes took place, I am able to throw light on 

broader processes at play in Israeli society. Taking up Strang and Meyer‘s classic 

work on the ―Institutional Conditions for Diffusion‖ (Strang & Meyer, 1993), I ask 

how it is that as Israel became more institutionally similar to the United States, the 

diffusion of the Internet to and within Israel seemed to be taking place at a slower 

pace. I suggest that the answer to this problem lies in the different levels of activity 

involved: in the first instance—bringing the Internet to Israel; receiving the .il 

suffix—the state was not involved. Instead, there were local initiatives by individual 

actors and small groups. However, the latter process—the commercialization of the 

Internet—enacted the bureaucratic mechanisms of the Israeli state as the Ministry of 

Communications was required to draw up licenses, issue them, and so on.  

 

The analysis in this chapter is conducted at a micro level, identifying specific actors 

and pinpointing their role in the processes discussed. However, their contributions are 

also placed in broader context. This context is a very specific to Israel of the 1980s 

and 1990s. In particular, my analysis reveals the importance of informal Jewish 

networks and migratory movement through space in understanding the timing and 

mechanics of the diffusion of the Internet to Israel as a process of globalization, and 

highlights the institutional and bureaucratic contexts of two major moments in that 

process. 

 

The second chapter focuses on the emerging Internet Service Provision (ISP) industry 

in Israel in the early 1990s. Developing ideas presented in the previous chapter, it 

deals with the process of its formation, which we could also call the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel, referring to the fact that the Internet ceased 
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to be a service provided for free by academic institutions for its members, becoming 

instead a commodity purchased from private enterprises. Although the entrepreneurs 

and owners of ISP companies are at the heart of the analysis, the chapter also refers to 

the Ministry of Communications (MoC), Bezeq, and experts with no financial interest 

in the Internet, such as representatives of MACHBA (the Inter-University Computing 

Center).  

 

The chapter opens with a discussion of how to theoretically conceptualize the set of 

owners of Internet Service Providers (ISPs). Concluding that they cannot be said to 

form any kind of community, I draw on Bourdieu to analyze the relations between 

one another and with the field of power, represented here by the Ministry of 

Communications. I report on three distinct sets of attitudes to the MoC and Bezeq—

indifference, indignation, and acceptance—which characterized the founders of small, 

medium-sized, and large ISPs respectively. I argue that these sets of attitudes are 

explicable in terms of actors‘ location in the field, and their habitus. In particular, I 

focus on the attitudes of the medium-sized ISPs, and discuss the changing shape of 

the field and the entrance of big business, which I relate to the liberalization and 

globalization of the Israeli political economy, and especially the de-monopolization of 

Bezeq, both in the market for internal phone calls, and more notably regarding 

overseas telephony.  

 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of macro level processes, in particular the 

globalization of Israeli society and the liberalization of the country‘s economy. I 

argue that these processes are reflected in the ownership of the ISPs that appeared in 

Israel in the second half of the 1990s, two aspects of which are immediately clear: 
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firstly, the involvement of foreign investment; and secondly, the involvement of the 

Israeli economic elite, populated by people with what I describe as a global habitus. 

Specifically, the chapter shows that one does not need a global habitus to be an 

Internet expert; however, as the Internet became more global and adopted more of the 

rules of the global economy (for instance, a few large companies dominating an 

industry), the people lacking a global habitus found themselves being left behind. This 

forced small ISPs out of business, while making life much harder for the medium-

sized ISPs. Sensing that they were losing their ability to define the field of Internet 

provision, with the rules of the field shifting from those of the Netizen (M. Hauben & 

Hauben, 1997) to those of the Transnational Capitalist Class (Sklair, 2000), I argue 

that the owners of the medium-sized ISPs were left with nothing but anger as their 

main resource.  

 

Drawing on the insight from STS that that technologies are not socially neutral either 

in their design or their consequences, Chapter 5 looks at the linkage between the 

technology of the Internet as it emerged in Israel during the early 1990s, and the 

various values associated with it, especially techno-utopianist values. All technologies 

are value-laden—they are instilled with values by the people who develop them, and 

they have the potential to change society in morally significant ways. The values 

associated with technologies, however, are not always explicitly discussed. Other 

technologies, however, are subjected to intense normative debate. The Internet is one 

such set of technologies, with arguments for its democratizing influences put forward 

on the one hand, and assertions regarding its role in alienating individuals from one 

another in modern societies on the other.  
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The chapter inquires into the values associated with the Internet in its early days in 

Israel, asking questions such as: how was the Internet represented? Were there 

differences in perceptions of the Internet among different groups of actors? What 

values were seen as accompanying the Internet? What was the perceived affinity 

between those values and the technology itself? I ask these questions in relation to 

press representations of the Internet, and the ways that founders of ISPs and 

individuals intimately connected with its import to Israel talked about it. I find that 

while the press adopts a largely utopian tone when talking about the Internet, which, I 

suggest, resonates with changes in Israeli society in the early 1990s, and especially 

the peace process, the people who were actually bringing the Internet into the public‘s 

homes talked about it quite differently. Rather than seeing the worth of the Internet as 

lying in purported external consequences, they were enthusiastic about it as a 

technological development in and of itself. Following Pacey (1983), I suggest that 

technological experts gain ―existential pleasure‖ from seeing the Internet diffuse, and 

that they are not driven by any potential it might have to make the world a better 

place, however one might understand that. In general, it appears that the closer the 

actors referred to in this chapter were to the actual provision of the Internet to 

people‘s houses in Israel of the mid-1990s, the further they were further from the 

global discourse of technological utopianism. 

 

The final chapter of this study moves away from the infrastructure of the Internet in 

Israel. However, it nonetheless remains ―behind the scenes‖ of the Internet as we use 

it, looking instead at the technologies that enable the representation of Hebrew letters 

on our computer screens. In very simple terms, the problem with Hebrew in the 

context of computers is that Hebrew is written from right to left, while computer code, 
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such as the code behind Hebrew-language web pages, is written from left to right. 

Another problem, obviously, is that Hebrew is not written in Latin characters. These 

are problems shared by a number of other languages in the world, all of whom seem 

to be converging on a shared solution—that of the Unicode system of encoding 

characters. Defined as ―the process by which facts or artifacts in a provisional state 

characterized by controversy are molded into a stable state characterized by 

consensus‖ (Misa, 1992, p. 110), we are witness here to an instance of closure.  

 

With regard the specific case of Hebrew, I show how competing solutions for working 

with Hebrew have given way to one dominant technology. I link the processes at 

work in the Israeli context with the broader issue of the ―multilingual Internet‖, and 

use them to ask whether the commonly accepted solution for representing non-Latin 

texts on computer screens is an instance of cultural imperialism and convergence 

around a western artifact. Rejecting this interpretation, I suggest that the currently 

dominant technology actually enables the localization of the Internet in diverse 

countries across the globe. 

 

The four main chapters that comprise the body of this dissertation approach different 

aspects of the arrival and diffusion of the Internet in Israel. They look at the Internet‘s 

very arrival; its institutionalization as a commercial field; the values associated with it 

by various actors; and the infrastructure behind the usage of Hebrew letters on web 

pages. What binds these various concerns together is the way they relate to questions 

of globalization, especially those relating to how globalization is produced by 

specifiable people in specific circumstances. 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

39 

CHAPTER TWO: 

METHODOLOGY 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The data that serve as the basis for my analyses in this study were collected using 

three main methods: 1) I interviewed a range of individuals who were intimately 

involved with the processes described in the course of this work; 2) I searched for and 

collected various types of written documents concerning the arrival of the Internet to 

Israel, the formulation of government policy, and so on; and 3) I amassed newspaper 

clippings referring to the Internet from the years included in this study.  

 

Denzin has argued that ―no single method can ever completely capture all the relevant 

features‖ of reality (Denzin, 1989, p. 13). As a result, he says, ―sociologists must learn 

to employ multiple methods in the analysis of the same empirical events. This is 

termed triangulation‖ (p. 13). ―The sociologist‖, he argues, ―should examine a 

problem from as many methodological perspectives as possible‖ (p. 234). In the 

current study, the various types of data collected about the Internet in Israel over the 

ten or so years from the mid-80s to the mid-90s reflect my endeavors to ensure that 

the narrative told is as full and accurate as possible. Beyond this, however, the various 

methods also reflect the theoretical concerns of the various chapters of this study, 

acknowledging that different theoretical questions will require different data to be 

collected and analyzed. The following is a description of these methods. 
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2.2 ORAL HISTORY 

Insofar as a major aim of the interviews I conducted with the people central to the 

processes that stand at the heart of this study was to gather information about them, 

one might describe what I was doing as oral history, or oral data collection, as Louis 

Starr suggests we should call it: 

Oral history is primary source material obtained by recording the spoken 

words—generally by means of planned, tape-recorded interviews—of persons 

deemed to harbor hitherto unavailable information worth preserving … It can 

convey personality, explain motivation, reveal inner thoughts and 

perceptions—serving scholars in much the same way as private letters and 

diaries (L. Starr, 1996, p. 40). 

 

This quite general definition covers the two main reasons I had for wishing to conduct 

interviews. Firstly, I wanted information that was not available from other sources. 

While various people have published timelines (Nussbacher, 2006), or written 

newspaper articles on the development of the Israeli hi-tech sector (such as Globes 

Online, 2000), only one piece of academic research has been conducted on the arrival 

of the Internet to Israel (Ein-Dor, Goodman, & Wolcott, 1999). Much of the story, 

therefore, has not been committed to paper by researchers. While government 

documents (e.g., Ministry of Communications, 2001) and reports (such as Rahav, 

1998) contain much useful information, and are indeed essential reading, interviews 

with significant figures involved in the introduction of the Internet to Israel 

supplement them and add information that the former might lack. Moreover, written 

documents tend to reflect the views, however ―objective‖, of a single author, whereas 
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by interviewing a number of people I was able to gain a broader set of perspectives on 

the processes at hand.  

 

The second main reason for conducting interviews lies in my interest in matters 

beyond the historical record. I did not only want to know what had happened, but I 

also wanted to know what the people who had been involved thought about what had 

happened. That is, I wanted to gauge their attitudes and values. In certain cases, I also 

wanted to gain an understanding of their habitus. 

 

To this extent, my use of the method of ―oral data collection‖ straddles current 

debates among oral historians. These can be seen in David Dunaway‘s historiography 

of oral history. The first generation of oral historians ―conceived of oral history as a 

means to collect otherwise unwritten recollections of prominent individuals‖ 

(Dunaway, 1996, p. 8). The second generation, comprised notably of ―educators, 

feminists, and activists‖, saw it as its mission ―to describe and empower the 

nonliterate and the historically disenfranchised‖ (ibid.), such as members of minority 

groups excluded from mainstream historical accounts. The third generation started to 

question the very practice of oral history, in particular asking whether the interview 

represents the time being discussed in the interview, or the time in which the 

interview takes place. These concerns refer to the relationship between interviewer 

and interviewee and the way that influences the oral data collected, as well as the fact 

that the respondent has had time to reflect over the events of the past and place them 

in an interpretive context that would not have been available to him or her at the time 

they occurred.  
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My use of this method in the current study draws from the first and third generations 

of oral history. As mentioned, a major motivation in conducting interviews was to 

enable me to reconstruct the events surrounding the entrance of the Internet to Israel. 

Accordingly, while my interviewees could not be described as ―prominent‖ 

individuals in the sense that a prime minister or leading cultural figure might be so 

described, they were important in the field under study. They were decision makers 

and pioneers in the Israeli Internet, founders of ISPs, and advisors to governmental 

committees. At the same time my interviews consciously play on the tension 

highlighted by third generation oral historians, and indeed use this tension as a source 

of further data. In other words, as shown in Chapters 3 and 4, the ways that my 

interviewees see the arrival of the Internet in Israel from their perspective today 

enable me to enquire into those attitudes. Specifically, I can then ask why one group 

of people describes the past in one way, while another describes it quite differently, 

linking their various descriptions to their social location. 

 

The interviews, then, are both focused on the historical record, as well as on the way 

that the respondents‘ cultural location influences their account of it. As such, one 

might call them semi-anthropological. As Dunaway explains,  

[t]he anthropologist records interviews not for historical fact but rather to learn 

the structure and variety of a society or culture, as manifested by a 

representative individual‘s world view, cultural traits, and traditions. Thus the 

ethnographic interview provides insights into individuals not as historical 

eyewitnesses but as culture- or tradition-bearers (Dunaway, 1996, p. 10). 

 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

43 

The anthropologist (or indeed sociologist), therefore, is not interested in interviewing 

this or that specific individual. There is an assumption that if enough people are 

interviewed, the cultural structures of society will reveal themselves. This is clearly 

not the case in the current study: I sought out certain individuals to interview precisely 

because of their role in a historical process. However, for some of the interviewees, 

and for parts of my interviews with them, I did treat them as representative of certain 

cultural sectors of society. For this reason, my interviews included questions on 

cultural taste as part of an effort to describe their habitus. Further, my analysis in 

Chapter 4 is quite dependent on this approach to my interviewees; namely, seeing 

them not only as ―historical eyewitnesses‖, but also as bearers of a certain culture.   

 

As is frequently pointed out by oral historians, the data collected orally during 

interviews must clearly be subjected to careful scrutiny.
17

 Hoffman (1996) argues that 

we should judge interviews and respondents according to their reliability and validity. 

An interviewee is reliable if he tells the same story twice; in other words, if he is 

consistent with himself. Validity refers to whether the things he says accord with 

other sources of knowledge, themselves held to be valid (such as written primary 

materials). As I interviewed each interviewee only once, I cannot check for their 

reliability in this sense.
18

 However, the validity of their accounts can be, and indeed 

was, checked against other records (once more, triangulation, though in a slightly 

different sense from that intended by Denzin). An interviewee with suspect validity, 

adds Hoffman, may be considered less reliable as well. One interviewee of mine 

demonstrated this quite clearly. This interviewee was quite far out with his claims of 

                                                 
17

 Not that data collected any other way should be treated thus. 

18
 One interviewee was interviewed twice as we did not cover all the material I had hoped to cover in 

one session. 
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being the first ISP to be given a license, and the years he gave were patently 

inaccurate. Even at the time of interview it was clear that he was trying to impress me, 

with mentions of the size of his house thrown in for good measure; this interviewee, 

then, offers a less than fully valid account of the times.  

 

While reliability and validity are crucial when assessing the contribution of interviews 

to the historical record, these considerations are, of course, less relevant when it 

comes to analyzing the values and attitudes expressed by the respondents. In this 

regard, reliability and validity are not a factor. Indeed, interviewees‘ interpretations of 

reality, and less the ―reality‖ itself, are central here. This is not to say that I did not 

bring ―reality‖ into this kind of analysis—for instance, respondents‘ complaints that 

things were moving very slowly in Israel can be shown to be unreasonable by 

comparing matters in Israel with other countries. The question then becomes, why 

were these particular people making those complaints? This way, we learn both about 

the respondents themselves and the contexts in which they were operating. It is at this 

point that oral history ceases to be a primary record of history, and becomes part of 

the history itself. The interview is not only a technique for gaining data and 

knowledge about a certain period in time, it is also a document that itself requires 

explanation: why do the interviewees talk like this? How are we to understand their 

rhetoric? 

 

Beyond the issue of reliability and validity, there are a host of other considerations to 

be borne in mind when conducting oral history. These are summed up tidily by one-

time president of the Oral History Association, Donald Ritchie: 
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Are these creditable witnesses? Were they in a position to experience events 

first-hand, or are they simply passing along second-hand information? What 

biases might have shaped their original perceptions? Have interviewees 

forgotten much of their past because it was no longer important to them or 

because the events were so routine that they were simply not memorable? 

How differently do interviewees feel now than they did at the time the original 

events took place? What subsequent incidents might have caused them to 

rethink and reinterpret their past? How closely does their testimony agree with 

other documentary evidence from the period […] ? (Ritchie, 1994, p. viii). 

 

2.3 THE INTERVIEWEES 

I interviewed 23 people in all. 13 of these were from the ISP industry. Ten of them 

had set up ISPs and served as the CEO of their own company.
19

 The other three 

interviewees from the ISP industry had held very senior positions in ISPs that they 

themselves did not found or run. I reached these individuals by email and phone 

through various listings of Israel‘s ISPs on governmental and commercial sites. All 

immediately agreed to be interviewed.  

 

Three of the interviewees were former employees at the Ministry of Communications. 

One had been Chief Scientist, and the other two had been Directors General of the 

Ministry. All had been deeply involved in the regulatory side of bringing the Internet 

to Israel. I also interviewed four key figures from the Israel Internet Association 

                                                 
19

 The term ―CEO‖ seems somewhat out of place when used to refer to a Kibbutz member whose 

company never had more than a couple of hundred clients. The intention is thus to the firm‘s most 

senior staff member.  
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(ISOC-IL), three of whom had been key actors in the early diffusion of the Internet to 

Israel in the 1980s. In addition, I interviewed a former employee of the Hebrew 

University‘s computing department, who had been responsible for putting up Israel‘s 

first website, and two experts on the issue of presenting the Hebrew the language on 

the Internet. One is a freelance computing consultant, and the other an employee of 

IBM in Israel.  

 

Of course, not all research projects run perfectly smoothly, and the interview process 

was not always perfect. One interviewee, for instance, simply replied with one word 

answers and steadfastly refused to enter into a discussion with me about the possible 

social effects of the Internet—an issue that everyone might be expected to have an 

opinion on, not least someone deeply involved in the industry. At the beginning of 

another interview, for which I had undertaken a long drive to the north of the country, 

the interviewee informed me that instead of the hour which he had promised me, we 

only had 20 minutes in which to talk.  

 

There were also people whom I wished to interview but could not. Repeated efforts to 

make contact with MK Michael Eitan, perhaps the Member of Knesset most strongly 

identified with promoting the Internet in Israel, were all unsuccessful. A former 

chairman of the Israeli Internet Association told me he was too busy, as did the CEO 

of one of the newer, large ISPs. In addition, there were a couple of owners of early 

ISPs whom I was unable to track down. Other ISPs owners, who had known these 

people ten or fifteen years ago, were also unable to help me locate them. A couple of 

them thought that one early ISP owner was now living in the United States, but could 

be no more specific than that.  
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2.4 THE INTERVIEWS 

The interviews themselves were semi-structured (see, Fontana & Frey, 1994). I had 

prepared a basic questionnaire sheet (see Appendix 1 for an example) which covered 

the areas I wished to discuss in the interview. Prior to each interview, though, I would 

make some adaptations to it based on who I was about to meet. Some questions were 

not relevant to all interviewees, and certain interviewees had held specific positions in 

the field under study that called for a particular set of questions.  

 

In most cases, the issues discussed followed the order I had laid out in the 

questionnaire. However, I gave interviewees free rein to lead the interview in 

directions that they thought were relevant and interesting. For some interviewees, 

merely being presented with a basic description of my research was enough to launch 

them on extremely lengthy monologues, as they recounted their place in the history of 

the Israeli Internet in great detail. Others answered my questions much more tersely.  

 

Nearly all interviews were conducted in the interviewees‘ places of work, apart from a 

few which were conducted either at their home or in a café. All interviews were tape 

recorded, and all but three were transcribed. In addition, I conducted correspondence 

by email with a small number of additional people in order to clarify certain minor 

points of fact. 

 

As mentioned above, the primary aim of the interviews was to elicit information on 

this historical development of the Internet in Israel. In this sense, my main interest 
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was in what the interviewees were telling me. However, at certain points in the study I 

take a particular interest in how they were talking to me. The differentiation between 

the what and the how is always artificial; each one is constituted by the other. For the 

sake of analysis, however, one needs to analytically bracket them, to use Gubrium and 

Holstein‘s term. Analytic bracketing, they say, does not dissolve the tie between the 

what and the how. Instead, ―[i]t merely suspends attention to selected phenomena, for 

the time being, in order to concentrate on other phenomena‖ (Gubrium & Holstein, 

1997, p. 120). In this way, at some places my focus is on the information imparted 

during interview (such as Chapters 3 and 6), while at other places I am more 

interested in how this information is imparted, in which emotions enter into the 

interviewees‘ representation of reality (mainly Chapters 4 and 5). 

 

2.5 DOCUMENTS 

Different kinds of documents were used in the collection of data for this study. These 

documents included reports by ministries and governmental committees, laws, 

government-issued ISP licenses, non-academic research reports, personal, corporate, 

and public websites (especially that of the Ministry of Communications), and other 

documents placed in the public domain.  

 

These documents played a number of roles. First, they provided me with background 

information on the field of study. Given the lack of academic research on the early 

years of the Internet in Israel, government documents or the personal websites of 

relevant people offered rich sources of background material.  
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Second, throughout the study I was able to cross reference information told to me by 

interviewees with data contained in other sources. This is not to say that the written 

word always reigned supreme over interviewees‘ recollections, but at least where the 

two concurred I could be confident enough that both sources were reliable.  

 

Third, at certain junctures during the study, written documents provide a voice that 

counters that of some of my interviewees. Although I did interview a number of 

representatives from the Ministry of Communications, reports issued by the Ministry 

or its various committees can be treated as a kind of ―institutional voice‖. This voice 

is valuable because, as I show in Chapter 4, a number of interviewees confronted and 

argued with it as they jostled for position within the newly emerging field of Internet 

provision.  

 

Governmental documents were easily accessed through the Ministry of 

Communication‘s website,
20

 which has a section including relevant legislation, 

another that contains policy statements and committee reports, and so on. 

Interviewees directed me to other documents, sometimes including those they 

themselves had published, either in print or on the Internet. Other sources were found 

by conducting searches on the Internet.   

 

Some texts are obviously aimed at providing the interested reader with information 

regarding the formation of the Internet in Israel, for instance, Hank Nussbacher‘s 

timeline (Nussbacher, 2006), which was adopted almost in its entirety by Ein-Dor et 

al. (Ein-Dor et al., 1999) in their report on the diffusion of the Israeli Internet. 

                                                 
20

 The website‘s address is www.moc.gov.il.  

http://www.moc.gov.il/
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Similarly, some documents open with a brief historical survey before delving into 

their particular matter. For example, the website of the Inter-University Computation 

Center has a section that describes MACHBA (the IUCC‘s Hebrew acronym) and its 

activities. This section has a brief paragraph on the organization‘s communications 

connections with other bodies overseas (such as a reference to the international link to 

the European EARN network that was made in 1984). This kind of paragraph 

contained information that provided me with leads to follow as I slowly built a picture 

of the development of the Israeli Internet. 

 

Other documents, however, provide this information in a more roundabout way. For 

instance, certain documents were written to explain to the potential user the state of 

play at the time they were written. An example of this is a document written by Dudu 

Rashty, who worked at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem‘s Computation Center in 

the mid-90s. In August 1994 he wrote a file entitled ―Online WWW help – FAQ‖ 

which explains to the public how to use the ―Hebrew University Information System‖, 

answering questions such as ―What is The Hebrew University Information System?‖, 

and ―What type of clients exist for the WWW?‖. Reading such documents provides 

one with a snapshot of the state of affairs at a given time (the version of Rashty‘s file 

that I found had last been updated in October 1995. See Rashty, 1995). A similar 

document was produced by MACHBA in 1997 (MACHBA, 1997). From this one is 

able to deduce the size and scope of the Internet, the kinds of uses people were putting 

it to, and the amount and types of data that were available at that particular point in 

time.  
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Another source of information was reports written by non-Israeli agencies on the state 

of the telecommunications industry in Israel, usually for the benefit of the business 

community and those considering investing in the country. For instance, the European 

Survey of Information Society (ESIS) would publish regular reports on ―Regulatory 

developments‖ in many countries, among them Israel.
21

 These reports focused on 

liberalization and increased competition in the range of communications sectors (such 

as cable and satellite television, cellular telephony), including the Internet. 

 

2.6 NEWSPAPER CLIPPINGS 

A further source of background information, and the provider of a significant part of 

the data upon which Chapter 5 is based, was newspaper articles on the Internet as it 

appeared and developed in Israel. I found over one hundred such articles in Israel‘s 

three main newspapers—Ha’aretz, Yedioth Ahronoth, and Maariv—for the period 

under study.  

 

These articles tended to fall into three main categories. First, there were articles that 

dryly reported a piece of news: an MoC decision, for instance, or a change in the 

tariffs charged by Bezeq. Second, there were longer articles aimed at introducing the 

public to the Internet, or the ―Information Superhighway‖, as it was known in the 

early days (in Hebrew, autostradat ha’meyda). These articles would explain what one 

would need in order to get connected, and what one might expect to find on the 

Internet once hooked up. Articles such as these might include a box on the various 

                                                 
21

 For instance, http://www.eu-

esis.org/script/notice.cgi?fic=ILalt7.htm&repertoire=esis2alt&search_for=israel&domaine_p=on&dom

aine_a=on&domaine_o=on&domaine_r=on&zone=all&=&appel=simple (accessed 4/09/2007). 

http://www.eu-esis.org/script/notice.cgi?fic=ILalt7.htm&repertoire=esis2alt&search_for=israel&domaine_p=on&domaine_a=on&domaine_o=on&domaine_r=on&zone=all&=&appel=simple
http://www.eu-esis.org/script/notice.cgi?fic=ILalt7.htm&repertoire=esis2alt&search_for=israel&domaine_p=on&domaine_a=on&domaine_o=on&domaine_r=on&zone=all&=&appel=simple
http://www.eu-esis.org/script/notice.cgi?fic=ILalt7.htm&repertoire=esis2alt&search_for=israel&domaine_p=on&domaine_a=on&domaine_o=on&domaine_r=on&zone=all&=&appel=simple
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ISPs through which one could connect to the Internet, which provided another source 

of information regarding the dates various companies were open or, alternatively, had 

closed down (given that at least one ISP owner gave me incorrect data in interview). 

Third, there was a category of articles that were opinion pieces about the state of the 

Internet in Israel, usually criticizing the MoC for being slow, or attacking Bezeq for 

monopolistic practices. These are discussed at some length in Chapter 5, when I 

discuss the various values associated with the Internet by members of the ISP industry 

and the press, among others. 

 

Articles were located in two main ways. The first was by searching the newspapers‘ 

electronic archives. I searched these using a variety of words, such as ―Internet‖, 

―information superhighway‖, ―networks‖, and even ―computers‖. The second method 

was to physically browse through copies of the newspapers from specific periods of 

time, such as the two or three days after an important event—the decision to allow the 

general public to connect to the Internet, for example.  

 

It is possible that there are articles that slipped through my net and remained 

undetected, though even if there are there would not have been very many of them. I 

considered the possibility of scanning each newspaper for a certain set of predefined 

days or weeks per year. However, given that my searches of their archives proved 

fruitful, and given that my searches included such a general word as ―computer‖, I felt 

this method did not offer any advantages over the archival keyword search described 

above. Moreover, I found enough articles from which to draw out the themes 

discussed in Chapter 5, and it is most likely that any further articles I might have 

found would not have significantly changed my analysis, but would rather have found 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

53 

themselves aligned with one of the themes. In other words, even if there are articles 

on the early Israeli Internet that I did not locate, I am confident that the articles that I 

did find are thematically exhaustive. This contention is upheld by the theoretical uses 

to which I put the articles in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

THE DIFFUSION OF THE INTERNET TO ISRAEL:  

FROM THE FIRST ACADEMIC CONNECTIONS TO THE 

COMMERCIAL INTERNET 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The Internet is an inescapable feature of the modern landscape. It would be trite to list 

the ways that it has become part of our everyday lives, be that in the context of work 

or leisure. One hardly need reiterate the speed at which it spread from the American 

academy to virtually every country in the world. One only need look at the sequence 

of Lawrence Landweber‘s
22

 maps of countries connected to the Internet to get the 

impression of its relentless march across the globe (see Appendix 2). However, this 

impression is misleading, not least because the Internet in and of itself is unable to 

―march‖ anywhere. The Internet has not spread across the globe in the same way that 

a liquid spreads out so as to reach a level. Instead, it has been diffused through a 

series of interactions and negotiations between individual and institutional actors—

mostly local in nature—which have in turn impinged on how exactly the Internet was 

imported by each country and the subsequent infrastructural shape it took in various 

states around the world.  

 

                                                 
22

 See http://pages.cs.wisc.edu/~lhl/, accessed 26/6/2007. 

http://pages.cs.wisc.edu/~lhl/


The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 55 

Two recurrent themes in the writing of Saskia Sassen deeply inform the analysis of 

the Internet‘s arrival in Israel that is offered below.
23

 First is the notion that global 

forms do not just emerge as if from thin air. Indeed, talking about the global economy, 

she notes that it is ―something that has to be actively implemented, reproduced, 

serviced, and financed. It requires that a vast array of highly specialized functions be 

carried out, that infrastructures be secured, that legislative environments be made and 

kept hospitable‖ (Sassen, 2000b, p. 217). More generally, her point is that 

globalization does not just happen, but that it must be made to happen. The same is 

surely true of the Internet, conceived of both as a global phenomenon in its own right 

and as a central part of globalization more broadly understood. In this chapter I show 

in some detail how the Internet was ―implemented‖ in Israel and discuss changes to 

the legislative environment that its arrival instigated.  

 

The second theme in Sassen‘s writing that I draw upon here is the idea that 

―[s]tudying the global […] entails not only a focus on that which is explicitly global 

in scale, but also a focus on locally scaled practices and conditions articulated with 

global dynamics‖ (Sassen, 2003, p. 3). Elsewhere Sassen expands on this:  

Critical here is that processes that do not necessarily scale at the global level 

as such can be part of globalisation. These processes take place deep inside 

territories and institutional domains that have largely been constructed in 

national terms in much, though by no means all, of the world. What makes 

these processes part of globalisation, even though localised in national, indeed 

subnational settings, is that they involve transboundary networks and 

                                                 
23

 I am referring here to Sassen‘s writings on globalization, and particularly global cities. (See 

especially, Sassen, 2000a, 2002a, 2007a). 
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formations connecting or articulating multiple local or ‗national‘ processes 

and actors (Sassen, 2005, p. 527). 

 

This in turn implies a particular research approach, namely: 

to study the global not only in terms of that which is explicitly global in scale, 

but also in terms of practices and institutions that scale at subnational levels. 

Further, it entails recognizing that many of the globally scaled dynamics, such 

as the global capital market, actually are partly embedded in subnational sites 

and move between these differently scaled practices and organisational forms 

(Sassen, 2005, p. 535). 

 

This is similar to the approach suggested by John Street regarding global popular 

culture (Street, 1997). When discussing the global diffusion of popular cultural forms, 

such as films and music, Street urges us to remember that ―the key issue is how the 

product arrived there: what material and institutional interests organized its 

production, distribution and consumption‖ (Street, 1997, p. 76). Street is concerned 

that ―the rhetoric of global culture has become detached from the material and 

institutional conditions that underlie the appearance of globalization‖ (p. 79). In this 

chapter, therefore, I return the Internet to the ―material and institutional conditions‖ 

that underlay its appearance in Israel.
24

 

 

This chapter, then, is focused on the local mechanics of the import of the Internet to 

Israel. It describes the practices of ―subnational sites‖ such as Israeli universities and 

                                                 
24

 Somewhat similarly, geographer Stephen Graham argues that cyberspace is demonstrably grounded 

in metropoles (S. Graham, 1998; S. Graham & Martin, 1996). 
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the activities of certain of their employees. Moreover, by exposing the local/global 

interactions and articulations mentioned above, it brings up a number of additional 

theoretical concerns. First, it engages with the importance attributed to transnational 

or cosmopolitan cultures in processes of globalization (see, for instance, Featherstone, 

2002; Hannerz, 1990, 1996). This raises questions such as: who is a cosmopolitan? 

Does globalization depend on cosmopolitans? Are the individuals who bore the 

Internet from the United States to Israel to be seen as cosmopolitan? I argue that the 

mere existence of transnational connections per se was not enough to get the Internet 

fully off the ground in the Israeli case; indeed, the activities of transnationally-

connected though very locally-oriented actors were clearly limited in their ability to 

institutionalize the Internet in the Israeli setting.  

 

Second, the chapter contributes to discussions of the place of the state in 

globalization. While not directly confronting the question whether globalization 

undermines the state or reinforces it (see, for instance, Guillen, 2001; Hobson & 

Ramesh, 2002; Holton, 1998; Meyer, 2000; O'Riain, 2000; Weiss, 2005), I suggest 

that the state is an extremely significant unit of analysis in relation to the global 

spread of the Internet. Thus, while it may seem counter-intuitive, I adopt a somewhat 

Westphalian view of the Internet. This is at least partly because the Internet is 

organized around countries in important ways, as suggested by the allocation of 

Country Code Top Level Domains (.fr for France, .sy for Syria, and so on). In this 

regard, the Internet might be compared to the postal or telephone systems: each 

country has their own internal system, but this system interfaces with other countries‘ 

systems. In the field of telephony, for instance, the end user experiences this state-

based quality through international dialing codes, with each country having its own 
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unique code. In other words, there is a prima faciae case for supposing that the state 

should constitute a significant unit of analysis. As I show below, in the particular 

context of the Internet in Israel, the state played a key role in affecting the speed at 

which various processes advanced.  

 

Finally, the chapter is driven by the perception that analyses of the diffusion of the 

Internet have ignored a crucial aspect of the phenomenon, namely, the micro-

mechanics of that diffusion. Focusing on the way that the Internet actually reached 

Israel—rather than assuming that it would inevitably arrive—leads us to important 

theoretical insights regarding the role of locals in processes of globalization. The 

work of Sassen is very useful in this regard, as she constantly shifts from the local to 

the global while keeping her analytic focus on both simultaneously. This is because, 

as mentioned in the Introduction, for her, ―the global—whether an institution, a 

process, a discursive practice, or an imaginary—simultaneously transcends the 

exclusive framing of national states, yet partly inhabits, and gets constituted inside, 

the national‖ (Sassen, 2007b, p. 1). This tension between the local and global provides 

the fulcrum of this chapter, and indeed for the other chapters in this dissertation.  

 

This chapter deals with the diffusion of the Internet to Israel, focusing on two 

particular moments in that process. The first is the initial connections made to 

networks overseas, and the second is the licensing of commercial Internet Service 

Providers (ISPs). After presenting a survey of mainstream research into the diffusion 

of the Internet by way of background, and critiquing that research on the grounds that 

it rests on technologically determinist foundations, I describe the diffusion of the 

Internet to Israel and suggest an original way of analyzing this process. 
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3.2 BACKGROUND: RESEARCH INTO THE DIFFUSION OF THE 

INTERNET 

Research into the diffusion of the Internet can be divided into three major lines of 

study: (1) The invention and the diffusion of the Internet in the US; (2) Quantitative 

investigations of the variables held to predict the speed of Internet uptake in countries 

outside the US; (3) Qualitative studies of political, cultural, and economic factors held 

to predict the speed of Internet uptake in countries outside the US. I shall briefly 

survey these studies, before exposing their theoretical assumptions and critiquing 

them, and offering an alternative way to look at the diffusion of the Internet. . 

 

3.3 THE INVENTION AND THE DIFFUSION OF THE INTERNET IN THE 

US 

A number of books, academic and popular, that document the history of the Internet 

in the United States have been published. Rosenzweig (1998) critically reviewed a 

few of those and categorized them according to the type of historical account they 

offer.
25

 For instance, he characterizes the book Where Wizards Stay up Late (Hafner 

& Lyon, 1996) as a ―great men‖ account. The heroes of the book are all amiable and 

extremely bright men working together to find the best way of sharing computer 

resources. As Rosenzweig describes it, it is ―a tale of adventurous young men 

motivated by technical curiosity and largely unaffected by larger ideological currents 

or even narrower motives of self-advancement or economic enrichment‖ 
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 Katz-Kimchi performs a similar task in Chapter 1 of her PhD dissertation (Katz-Kimchi, 2007). 
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(Rosenzweig, 1998, p. 1534). Hafner and Lyon begin their history by reconstructing a 

meeting in which computer scientist Bob Taylor, who wanted to get his three 

computers to talk to each other, asked for some funding and was immediately given a 

million dollars. The story is thus set in motion, and is told with no shortage of drama 

and narrative tension. As we know, of course, the heroes of the story overcome the 

various obstacles in their path, while always keeping up their good humor, and the 

Internet is invented. 

 

On the other hand, Norberg and O'Neill's (1996) book on the Information Processing 

Techniques Office in the American Department of Defense (DoD) is much more 

focused on bureaucracy, and highlights the DoD context of all the work on the 

Internet, which was ultimately intended to solve military problems, and especially the 

problem of how to prevent the collapse of the entire command and control system in 

the event of a nuclear attack on a major American city. Even if not all of the research 

referred directly to post-nuclear war scenarios, there certainly was a definite interest 

in computer communications in warfare, using computers to reach rational decisions, 

and so on. This raised the problem of how to get these networks to talk to each other, 

which brought about the development of TCP/IP, still the Internet‘s protocol today, 

out of military funding and necessity. Also, it is noted, in 1980, the Department of 

Defense made TCP/IP its standard, effectively ensuring its victory over the rival x.25 

European protocols.  

 

Paul Edwards‘ (1996) book, The Closed World , is quite the opposite of the previous 

two. While they lack context, argues Rosenzweig, his is all context. He argues that 

defense and computers go hand in hand; more specifically, he maintains that the Cold 
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War and computer technology enabled and shaped one another. At the very least, the 

Internet would have not have enjoyed the funding that enabled its development if the 

Department of Defense did not think it would help their efforts. At the same time, 

these computer networks nurtured an image of the world as a closed system subject to 

technical control, which means you always need better and more computers. The 

problem with this account is that there was resistance: for instance, scientists at MIT 

in 1968 explicitly said that the government‘s actions in Vietnam made them question 

its use of scientific knowledge; and at Stanford, six months before that university was 

linked via computers to UCLA, 8,000 students and faculty demonstrated against 

militarily-funded research being conducted in the university. 

 

Fourthly, Rosenzweig refers to Michael and Ronda Hauben‘s (1997) Netizens. This is 

a completely different kind of narrative, one that places ordinary users at the center, 

arguing that it is they who discovered the real use of the Internet and defined its 

nature. They discuss USENET, invented by two students at Duke in 1979, as an 

alternative to ARPANET, at that time still restricted in its use. The book‘s main point 

is that messaging and mailing came from below, not from the directives of 

bureaucrats. Hauben and Hauben also firmly contextualize the idea of networking in 

the 1960s, which they characterize in terms of democratization, openness, and 

cooperation, referring to the method of Requests for Comments (RFCs), ―a series of 

notes, started in 1969, about the Internet (originally the ARPANET). The notes 

discuss many aspects of computer communication, focusing on networking protocols, 

procedures, programs, and concepts but also including meeting notes, [and] 

opinion‖.
26

 This is closely related to the hacker culture written about by Steve Levy in 

                                                 
26

 http://www.rfc-editor.org/overview.html, accessed 20/7/2006. 

http://www.rfc-editor.org/overview.html
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Hackers (1984). In this culture, hackers wanted to bring computing to the masses and 

use it to make a better world. 

 

Citing similar texts, Jon Guice (1998) performs a similar task to Rosenzweig. He 

starts with what he calls the ―standard perspective‖ of the history of the Internet, 

before critiquing it. The standard perspective is quoted from the Encyclopedia 

Britannica Online:  

The Internet had its origin in a U.S. Department of Defense program called 

ARPANET..., established in 1969 to provide a secure and survivable 

communications network for organizations engaged in defense-related research. 

Researchers and academics in other fields began to make use of the network, 

and at length the National Science Foundation (NSF), which had created a 

similar and parallel network called NSFNET, took over much of the TCP/IP 

technology from ARPANET and established a distributed network of networks 

capable of handling far greater traffic. 

 

He then goes on to categorize historical accounts of the Internet‘s development into 

those that focus on its architects, and those that place more emphasis on its users. 

―However‖, he argues,  

the standard accounts of the Internet‘s past are mistaken, not because they 

have gotten their facts wrong […] but because they recognize a limited range 

of facts. A technological system that has not only covered the globe 

geographically, but has been shaped in many different ways by countless 

individuals, groups, organizations, and institutions, requires a wide range of 

analysis (p. 209). 
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The wider analysis that he suggests brings to bear four main critical insights from the 

Science and Technology Studies literature. The first recognizes the fact that 

technologies develop in a contingent way and not according to an internal logic of 

their own (Bijker & Law, 1992a; Rip, 1995); the second points to the fact that many 

individuals and institutions were involved in the technological development of the 

Internet, and that conflict between them was a latent aspect of its emergence (Elliott, 

1988); thirdly, Guice reminds us that ―technologies have meanings‖, though no one 

inherent meaning, and that these meanings are socially contingent and may change 

over time (Muller, 1996); finally, he suggests that ―all technologies are network 

technologies‖, referring to the notion that ―innovation results from complex, 

opportunistic interactions among a variety of different entities‖ (p. 208; see also, 

Hughes, 1986). These insights form the backbone of the analysis offered in this 

chapter. 

 

These, then, are just two summaries of the many works written on the history of the 

Internet within the borders of the United States. These accounts provide the overall 

context for the remainder of this chapter, which looks at crucial moments in the early 

history of the Internet in Israel. However, precisely because we are interested here in 

the diffusion of the Internet to Israel, we must add to this background studies of the 

Internet in countries outside the United States. It is to these that I now turn. 
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3.3.1 QUANTITATIVE INVESTIGATIONS OF THE VARIABLES HELD TO 

PREDICT THE SPEED OF INTERNET UPTAKE IN COUNTRIES OUTSIDE 

THE US 

Rather than providing historical accounts equivalent to those mentioned above, most 

studies of the Internet beyond the boundaries of the United States look at the variables 

that have been put forward to explain the differential rates of Internet diffusion around 

the world. The following is but a sample of such studies and their findings. However, 

it is most certainly sufficient to appreciate the kind of scholarship being undertaken in 

this regard. 

 

To start, per capita income (Beilock & Dimitrova, 2003) and other economic 

measures have been shown to be strong predictors of Internet uptake, especially when 

analyzing differences between wealthy countries (Hargittai, 1999). Hargittai further 

attributes an important role to telecommunications policy among OECD countries, 

whereby a liberal regime is held to encourage Internet connectivity. However, the 

suggestion that telecommunications policy is a central variable has spurred much 

debate among researchers. For instance, Guillen and Suarez (2001) find ―little 

evidence that competition and privatization of telecommunications services matters‖ 

(p. 349). Instead, they conclude that ―Internet development is a complex phenomenon, 

shaped not so much by public policy in telecommunications as by income per capita, 

infrastructure, proficiency in English, and conditions for entrepreneurship‖ (p. 368). 

Kiiski and Pohjola (2002) concur, arguing that ―competition in telecommunications 

markets does not seem to exert any independent influence on Internet penetration‖, 

and pointing to GDP per capita and Internet access costs instead. Hawkins and 

Hawkins (2003), though, adopting the social shaping of technology approach, do 
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think that government policy can have a critical effect in bolstering the influence of 

increases of GDP and telecoms infrastructure on Internet use. Furthermore, writing 

about Latin America, Gutierrez and Berg (2000) explain why relatively strict 

governance is actually required in developing countries in that it offers greater 

assurances for stability, which is a condition investors clearly look for. Indeed, 

government policies enforcing flat-rate dialing schemes have been shown to increase 

access (Hawkins & Hawkins, 2003). Robison and Crenshaw (2002), meanwhile, agree 

that ―Internet capacity is fundamentally predicable using current macrosociological 

theories of development‖ (p. 355), but suggest that the relationship is not a linear one, 

and that Internet capacity is rather ―driven by complex interactions that could aptly be 

termed ‗post-industrialism‘‖, in particular due to the interaction of education with 

political openness and the effect of a tertiary labor force on Internet adoption. 

 

Despite their competing explanations for the relative uptake of the Internet in various 

countries, what these studies have in common is their starting point: they study 

countries that are already part of the Internet, asking how quickly the Internet grew 

there. This growth might be measured in terms of the number of surfers, the number 

of sites in that country‘s language, the number of Internet servers or routers, the 

amount of data going in or out of the country, and so on, but the starting point is 

always the moment after the Internet has arrived. That is, the export of the Internet 

from the United States is taken for granted, and only the speed of its growth once it 

has arrived at other countries is studied. This is a point to which I shall return below. 
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3.3.2 QUALITATIVE STUDIES OF POLITICAL, CULTURAL, AND ECONOMIC 

FACTORS HELD TO PREDICT THE SPEED OF INTERNET UPTAKE IN 

COUNTRIES OUTSIDE THE US 

In addition to the quantitative research of the kind cited in the previous section, 

researchers have also taken an interest in the political, cultural, and economic factors 

that are held to predict the speed of Internet in countries outside the US. Studies of 

this type are exemplified by the Global Diffusion of the Internet (GDI) series, ―a 

multi-year project undertaken by The Mosaic Group to measure and analyze the 

growth of the Internet throughout the world‖.
27

 The GDI series has produced reports 

on the Internet in over 30 countries,
28

 including Israel (Ein-Dor et al., 1999), all of 

which measure the condition of the Internet in nation-states according to a unified set 

of criteria: pervasiveness, geographic dispersion, sectoral absorption, connectivity 

infrastructure, organizational infrastructure, and sophistication of use (L. Press et al., 

1998). All the studies also share a set of ―Internet Success Determinants‖ and 

―Government Policies of Interest‖ (see Table 1 below). 

                                                 
27

 http://mosaic.unomaha.edu/gdi.html, accessed 20/7/2006. 

28
 Some of those can be accessed from http://mosaic.unomaha.edu/Pages/GDI_Publications.html.  

http://mosaic.unomaha.edu/gdi.html
http://mosaic.unomaha.edu/Pages/GDI_Publications.html
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TABLE 1 - FACTORS AND POLICIES INFLUENCING INTERNET SUCCESS WITHIN A 

NATION (ADAPTED FROM L. PRESS ET AL., 1998, P. 23) 

Internet Success Determinants Government Policies 

Telecommunication infrastructure 

Personal computing and software 

Financial resources 

Human capital 

Sectoral demand and awareness 

Competitive environment 

Markets and choice 

Investment policy 

National security 

Cultural concerns 

Social equity 

 

 

The determinants and policies presented in each report are specific to the country 

under study. For instance, in the case of Cuba, one of the ―determining factors‖ 

written about is ―Difficulty attracting capital‖, which most strongly affects the 

dimension of ―Connectivity Infrastructure‖ in that it ―cannot be improved without 

capital‖.  

 

Similar studies, focusing on developing nations, have been carried out by the 

International Telecommunication Union (ITU).
29

 All the reports submitted by the 

Mosaic Group and the ITU—some of which have been published in academic 

journals, some of which have been published in-house, and some of which have been 

published only on the Internet—share a similar structure. They start with a brief 

                                                 
29

 These studies are available at http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/cs/.  

http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/cs/


The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 68 

political history of the nation-state under study, and offer some data to characterize it 

(population, GDP, telephones per capita, and the like). They sometimes offer a very 

brief history of the Internet in that country (usually just stating the university from 

which the first connection was made), while detailing the current state of affairs, 

especially in relation to telecoms policies. They try to account for this state of affairs 

in various ways, before offering recommendations that will speed up Internet 

diffusion to that country in the future. 

 

3.3.3 UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS AND CRITIQUE 

Both quantitative and qualitative studies of Internet diffusion share an underlying 

technologically determinist assumption, namely that the Internet was bound to spread 

from the United States to other countries. This is the reason that they take up the story 

from the moment the Internet reached other places, and do not ask how the Internet 

got there in the first place. In other words, the very diffusion itself is unquestioned, as 

is the process of that diffusion. According to one definition, technologically 

determinist thinking includes ―the idea that technology develops as the sole result of 

an internal dynamic‖ (Winner, 1999, p. 29). In relation to the diffusion of 

technologies, this refers to the notion that technologies somehow diffuse themselves, 

or that their tendency to diffuse is latent and inherent to the technology. Of course, 

this is to ignore the social aspects of such diffusion; moreover, by ignoring 

technologies that failed to diffuse, or by explaining their failure in terms of their lack 

of this inherent quality of ―diffusability‖, this kind of approach runs the risk of 

narrow-sightedness on the one hand or tautology on the other.  
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For research that is based on this assumption, it is reasonable to try and isolate the 

factors that will make the process faster or slower. Thus quantitative studies carry out 

factor analysis—some more sophisticated than others—while others point out more 

qualitative features, as exemplified by the GDI studies. However, they all share a 

perception of the Internet as an unstoppable tide. Quantitative studies tend to see the 

speed of the flow as determined by a range of variables, while qualitative studies tend 

to analyze the dams holding back the tide. However, Kling (1996d) cites  Dholakia et 

al. as arguing that "[a] realistic view of how information technology spreads in a 

society has to draw upon the institutional matrix in which such technology is created, 

standardized, justified, deployed, modified, priced, and promoted‖ (Dholakia, Belk, & 

Dholakia, 1992). I attempt at least part of this here. 

 

The rhetoric of reports of nation-state case studies is particularly illustrative in this 

regard. Let us take the GDI project‘s study of Bangladesh as an example (L. Press, 

1999). The tone is set by the report‘s title: Against All Odds, The Internet in 

Bangladesh, and is strengthened by the final sentence of the introductory paragraph: 

―There are few nations in which it has been such an uphill battle, but Bangladesh is on 

the Internet‖. According to Press, the report‘s author, ―[t]he Internet came late to 

Bangladesh‖, a sentence which attributes agency to the Internet. According to this 

turn of phrase, the Internet comes almost of its own accord to countries; it is not 

brought there by people or institutions. This is fetishization, or at the very least 

anthropomorphization (Finlay, 1987), and it is exactly the kind of sentence that 

sociologically sensitive studies of technology are meant to avoid. In other words, in 

saying that the Internet ―came late to Bangladesh‖, the author is emphasizing the 

lateness of the Internet‘s arrival to that country, and not the very fact that it arrived at 
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all. Revealingly, in another article, the same author describes the Internet as ―growing 

like a weed‖ (L. Press, 1997b)
30

—another metaphor giving agency to the Internet and 

attributing its diffusion to forces that lie within the Internet alone.  

 

Moreover, by talking about ―an uphill battle‖, the author is leaving us in no doubt as 

to his affiliation in this battle. He does not approach the arrival of the Internet in 

Bangladesh as a dry fact, but rather lets us know that he is pleased about it, and that it 

is the result of a worthy struggle. A similar tone is adopted in other reports when 

authors describe a certain pro-Internet decision as ―fortunate‖, for instance.  

 

The assertion that the Internet came late to Bangladesh also raises the question: why 

did it come so late? Why did it not come earlier? The answers provided by the report 

are several, including: the inefficiency of state-owned enterprises; the slow 

implementation of economic reforms; and the outmoded telephone system—there are 

only 0.24 telephone lines per 100 people, 95% of which are in the capital city, Dhaka. 

For all of these reasons, ―[t]here are few nations in which it has been such an uphill 

battle, but Bangladesh is on the Internet‖. Not only is it assumed that the Internet will 

arrive eventually, even if delayed somewhat, but it is implied that as soon as 

Bangladesh solves these problems, the Internet will diffuse much more quickly 

through the nation.  

 

                                                 
30

 This refers to the online version of the article - 

http://som.csudh.edu/fac/lpress/articles/worldacm.htm, accessed 20/7/2006 - as posted by Press 

himself. In the journal version the Internet is described as ―growing rapidly‖. 

http://som.csudh.edu/fac/lpress/articles/worldacm.htm
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This impression is strengthened by the uniform use of a hexagonal diagram to depict 

the state of the Internet in each country studied. For instance, these are the diagrams 

for Cuba (Figure 1 (L. Press, 1997a)) and Israel (Figure 2 (Ein-Dor et al., 1999, p. 3)):  

 

FIGURE 1 - MODEL OF INTERNET DIFFUSION DIMENSIONS: CUBA 

 

FIGURE 2 - MODEL OF INTERNET DIFFUSION DIMENSIONS: ISRAEL 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 72 

The message of these diagrams is clear: they are not merely descriptive illustrative 

devices that make it easy to compare the state of the Internet across nations; more 

importantly, they make normative statements and set targets for the future. They also 

dictate the format of the reports in which they appear by implicitly raising the 

question, ―Why has the Internet in this country not yet reached level 4 in every 

dimension?‖  

 

In other words, there is a technologically determinist bent to both quantitative and 

qualitative studies of the worldwide diffusion of the Internet for two main reasons. 

Firstly, both types of study unquestioningly accept the very diffusion itself and set out 

to explain its varying pace within the context of different countries. Secondly, 

qualitative studies analyze what they perceive to be barriers to the Internet‘s 

inevitable spread within each country it has arrived at, with the outer rim of the 

diagrams above representing the inherent potential of the Internet if only those 

barriers could be removed. 

 

A further assumption which motivates certain studies is that there are benefits to be 

accrued by countries attached to the Internet. That is, studies can be purely 

descriptive, aiming to characterize a certain process, or they can be driven by a 

normative concern about the digital divide. Within this context, researchers stress the 

importance of finding out which government policies encourage the spread of the 

Internet so as to recommend their implementation elsewhere. These studies are based 

on a belief that the Internet will bring social goods to the countries in which it arrives. 

This belief is quite often shared by leading figures in those countries too (see China‘s 

aggressive Internet adoption policies; or the emphasis placed on information 
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technologies by the Bangladeshi political cadre, as described by Press (1999)). These 

attitudes can be summed up by the widespread belief that it is crucial for nation-states 

to integrate themselves in the modern world of telecommunications. 

 

These assumptions were also shared by certain of my interviewees, as expressed in 

the following exchange with Hank Nussbacher, a key figure in the import of computer 

networking expertise in the early 1980s: 

Question: What if you hadn‘t come? Who would‘ve done it? […] I mean, I 

can‘t imagine that these, that Israel would never have connected to the 

Internet, right?  

Answer: At some point—. It would, it would‘ve eventually happened, but I 

could send you also, I think Israel‘s got the domain name, you know the ‗il‘, I 

think we were the second or the third, the first was US, and I think UK got 

number two, and Israel was number three in the world. […] So Israel was 

number three. […] so instead of being number three we would‘ve been, 

number fifty-seven. 

[…] 

Question: So you think that these things would‘ve happened?  

Answer: Absolutely. […] The same way that Romania now has […] a 

network, and it‘s running and it‘s fine and they have commercial providers 

and they have Internet cafes, and they have an academic network, so too it 

would‘ve happened in Israel, it just would‘ve happened later.  

 

Abe Peled, another man closely associated with the Internet in Israel, albeit at the later 

stage of commercialization, made very similar comments. He is proud of his part in 
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opening up the Internet to commercial entities in Israel—indeed, he wrote the letter to 

an acquaintance of his, the manager of the Internet backbone in the US, asking for 

permission to hook Israel up for commercial usage—but readily acknowledges that if 

it had not been him it would have been someone else. 

 

For these people, the arrival of the Internet in Israel was inevitable. Even the authors 

of the Global Diffusion of the Internet report on Israel join in the chorus, writing: ―In 

a sense, the Internet has become inevitable, and it is only a question of what the rate 

of penetration will be‖ (Ein-Dor et al., 1999, p. 17), following this up with anecdotal 

evidence about the diffusion of the Internet into even the most ultra-Orthodox homes 

and offices. Beyond this, however, the ―sense‖ in which ―the Internet has become 

inevitable‖ is unfortunately not explored.  

 

These technologically determinist assumptions, appearing in the literature and in my 

interviews, however, would seem to have been realized, as there is a hardly a country 

in the world that does not today have some kind of Internet connectivity, and those 

that do have connectivity have more of it today than they did ten years ago. Therefore, 

my critique of current studies of the diffusion of the Internet does not pretend to 

entirely pull the rug out from under their feet. However, it does open up the 

possibility for a different kind of study of the diffusion of the Internet, one that tries 

not to assume that it would have arrived in Israel, or indeed anywhere, but rather 

looks closely at the process by which it did arrive.  
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3.4 THE DIFFUSION OF THE INTERNET AND GLOBALIZATION 

STUDIES 

Previous studies treat the Internet like water, as if it naturally wishes to reach a 

uniform level; or like Poly Toynbee‘s evocative description of Americanization as 

―strawberry milkshake‖ spreading out all over the world (Toynbee, 2000), though 

without the negative connotations that that image implies. Most researchers of the 

globalization of culture are nowadays alert to the processes of adaptation and 

hybridization that cultural forms undergo when transported from one place to another, 

and agree that its meanings in one place or among one social group will not 

necessarily be the same as its meanings in another (see, for instance, Arnason, 1990; 

Garcia Canclini, 1995; Hannerz, 1992, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 1995; Robertson, 

1992). This has been clearly shown in Liebes and Katz‘s (1990) seminal study of 

cross-cultural readings of Dallas. This has also been the thrust of studies of 

McDonald‘s in countries outside the US, with Watson‘s (1997) much-cited anthology 

providing examples of local adaptations of McDonald‘s restaurants in five East-Asian 

societies, the main point of which is to urge researchers ―to pay more attention to the 

responses of local people before drawing grand conclusions about the impact of 

transnational corporations‖ (Yan, 1997, p. 75). Meanwhile, in his study of jazz in the 

Soviet Union, Starr has shown how the same cultural product has been given 

contradictory interpretations in the same place at the different times (F. Starr, 1983). 

 

Yet, similarly to studies of the diffusion of the Internet, we can say that these critical 

works take for granted the spread of the cultural forms that they examine, or at least 

start their inquiries from the moment of their arrival. Thus, the chapter in Watson‘s 

book on McDonald‘s in Beijing opens with the sentence, ―On April 23, 1992, the 
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largest McDonald‘s restaurant in the world opened in Beijing‖ (Yan, 1997, p. 39). 

Apart from a sentence to the effect that McDonald‘s HQ in America had had its eye 

on the Chinese market since the 1980s and that negotiations had been ongoing since 

then (pp. 66-67), the process by which McDonald‘s was brought to Beijing is not 

analyzed. I claim that this is typical of studies of McDonald‘s and other global 

cultural forms. It is this tendency that this current study seeks to avoid. 

 

Studies of the diffusion of the Internet, then, pick up the story from the moment of the 

Internet‘s arrival in a new locale in order to analyze its speed of diffusion or the 

barriers to its full penetration; similarly, and on a more general level, analysis of 

cultural globalization also tends to start from the moment that a cultural form has 

successfully migrated to a new environment. In contrast, in the remainder of this 

chapter I look closely at the way the Internet arrived from the United States to Israel. 

In doing so I am making a methodological statement about how the diffusion of the 

Internet and other global phenomena might be studied differently, and I am 

suggesting a new way to engage with theories of globalization and technological 

diffusion.  

 

3.5 WHAT IS BEING DIFFUSED? 

This section looks at the diffusion of two separate, though of course related, 

innovations. The first is Israel‘s connection to overseas networks; the second is the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel.  

 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 77 

3.5.1 INTERNATIONAL COMPUTER NETWORKS 

By November 1969, three nodes of the emergent ARAPNET had been connected 

along the west coast of the United States—in UCLA, Stanford, and the University of 

California Santa Barbara.
31

 A year later, the first cross-country link was established. 

In 1973 the first international connection was made between ARPANET and the 

Norwegian NORSAR agency, ―an independent research foundation specializing in 

commercial software solutions and research activities within applied geophysics and 

seismology‖.
32

 The University College of London was linked to NORSAR, and thus 

to ARPANET.
33

 Additional European countries were added in subsequent years, 

though not at first using the TCP/IP protocols that would later become definitional of 

the Internet.  

 

What were being diffused in this instance are protocols. Protocols are ―computer rules 

that provide uniform specifications so that computer hardware and operating systems 

can communicate‖.
34

 For a computer to be able to ―talk‖ to another computer, they 

must first agree on how to do so—the protocols they use serve this function. Talking 

about the ―institutional conditions for diffusion‖, Strang and Meyer (1993) assert that 

―common conventions or protocols are needed or advantageous at the boundaries 

where exchange occurs. Handshaking arrangements aid in interpersonal (and 

electronic) exchange‖ (p. 488). While they see protocols as aiding diffusion, here we 

are talking about the diffusion of the protocols themselves, or, put differently, the 

                                                 
31

 Hobbes' Internet Timeline v8.1, http://www.zakon.org/robert/internet/timeline/, accessed 23/7/2006. 

32
 http://www.norsar.no/NORSAR/, accessed 23/7/2006. 

33
 http://www.norsar.no/NORSAR/history/internet.html, accessed 23/7/2006. 

34
 http://www.globalcrossing.com/xml/network/net_glossary.xml#p, accessed 24/7/2006. 

http://www.zakon.org/robert/internet/timeline/
http://www.norsar.no/NORSAR/
http://www.norsar.no/NORSAR/history/internet.html
http://www.globalcrossing.com/xml/network/net_glossary.xml#p
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diffusion of a mechanism of diffusion. Noting that Israel was early to join the 

abovementioned international computing networks, I ask when Israel first joined 

them, and which specific mechanisms and processes were involved. 

 

3.5.2 THE COMMERCIALIZATION OF THE INTERNET 

The term Internet, as is widely known, refers to a ―network of networks‖. Originally, 

these networks were academic, and were mainly organized around the American 

National Science Foundation‘s network, NSFNET, and its European counterpart, the 

European Academic Research Network (EARN). In order to keep unnecessary data 

transfer to as low a level as possible, there were Acceptable Use Policies for these 

networks which prevented their commercial exploitation; for instance, the NSFNET 

was specifically for ―scientific research and other scholarly activities‖. However, 

during the late 1980s the use of these networks was growing so fast that the managers 

of the NSFNET had to consider ways of relieving the pressure on the network. The 

path decided upon was that ―industry [would begin] to supplant the government in 

supplying these network services‖.
35

 This was a process that took five years, during 

which time NSFNET allowed ―research arms of for-profit firms‖ to use its network 

services ―when engaged in open scholarly communication and research‖,
36

 and only 

in 1995 did NSFNET revert to being a purely research network.  

 

                                                 
35

 Federal Research Internet Coordinating Committee, Program Plan for the National Research and 

Education Network, May 23, 1989, pp. 4-5, cited in Request For Comments 1192 ( http://www.rfc-

archive.org/getrfc.php?rfc=1192, accessed 23/7/2006). 

36
 The NSFNET Backbone Services Acceptable Use Policy, June 1992, 

http://www.merit.edu/mail.archives/mjts/1993-01/msg00000.html, accessed 23/7/2006. 

http://www.rfc-archive.org/getrfc.php?rfc=1192
http://www.rfc-archive.org/getrfc.php?rfc=1192
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As I explain below, the network in Israel underwent a similar process of 

commercialization as the university-run network overseen by Inter-University 

Computation Center (IUCC, or MACHBA, to give it its Hebrew acronym) could not 

and did not want to deal with the ever-increasing volume of traffic and growing 

number of requests to hook up. In this context, then, what was diffused was the 

concept of an Internet Service Provider as a commercial entity selling connectivity to 

the Internet. 

 

3.6 HOW WERE THEY DIFFUSED? 

3.6.1 THE DIFFUSION OF INTERNATIONAL COMPUTER NETWORKS 

When does the story of international computer networks in Israel begin?
37

 The first 

date in the GDI report‘s timeline is August 1984, when MACHBA connected to 

EARN (Ein-Dor et al., 1999, p. 7). However, before then, as early as 1982, there was 

a UUCP
38

 link to the United States from the Hebrew University‘s Computer Science 

Department. Other universities in Israel were able to use this link by means of regular 

telephone lines. The main service provided was email, and, like today, files could be 

                                                 
37

 The following is based on interviews with people who were involved in the process I am describing, 

and email correspondence with some others. In particular, Henry (Hank) Nussbacher was a crucial 

informant and plays a central part in the construction of the narrative. My review is also based on the 

Global Diffusion of the Internet (GDI) report on the Internet in Israel (Ein-Dor et al., 1999), newspaper 

clippings from the time, and various websites. 

38
 ―Unix-to-Unix Copy Protocol. An older protocol for sending e-mail between different Unix 

machines via regularly scheduled modem and network connections.‖ 

http://www.websightsolutions.com/faq_gloss.html, accessed 24/7/2006. 

http://www.websightsolutions.com/faq_gloss.html


The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 80 

attached to them.
39

 This link was initiated by Prof. Shmuel Peleg, an Israeli computer 

scientist who had studied for his PhD at the University of Maryland, receiving his 

degree in 1989. As Peleg wrote to me by email: ―I joined the Hebrew University from 

the University of Maryland on 1981, and I was scared to be disconnected from the 

UUCP email network I used there‖. So with the help of computing and telephony 

personnel at the Hebrew University, and his doctoral supervisor at Maryland, and by 

promising to pay the phone bill himself, Peleg set up a daily dial up connection, 

which was established in 1982.  

 

However, this connection does not really constitute a network—it was only available 

to people within the Hebrew University, and certainly there was no network of Israeli 

universities. Moreover, the phone bill charged by Bezeq, then Israel‘s state-owned 

telecoms monopoly, became prohibitively high, and so the service was discontinued.  

 

Israel‘s next network connection was to EARN in 1984. How, then, was that 

connection made? How did EARN diffuse to Israel? As mentioned, much of the work 

in bringing EARN to Israel was carried out by Hank Nussbacher. Hank Nussbacher is 

an American-born Israeli who moved to Israel for ideological Zionist reasons in 1982 

aged 24 (he took Israeli citizenship about a year later). He was educated at Baruch 

College, part of the City University of New York (CUNY), where he majored in 

Statistics with a minor in Computer Science. According to Nussbacher, at the time 

Baruch College was providing top technical people to AOL and had staff conducting 

                                                 
39

 As related to me by email by Daniel Brannis, nowadays Manager of Computing Facilities, The Selim 

and Rachel Benin School of Engineering and Computer Science, at the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. 
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cutting edge research. Towards the end of his studies he was given three job offers, 

including two from IBM and Bell Labs to work in database and system 

administration. The third was from CUNY itself, to work on networking the nineteen 

colleges dispersed around New York. As Nussbacher explained in interview:
40

 

They decided they wanted to build a network between them and have a 

common operating system on their hardware. And I was tasked with building 

this entire network. So over the course of one year I would travel, I would take 

my backpack with the tapes, these were big tapes, travel to each one of these 

colleges, install a whole new operating system, and connect up communication 

lines between the college and the central place that was located in Manhattan. 

And by the end of the first year we had a network of these nineteen colleges, 

and it worked very well and […] people were able to […] log in one computer 

to the other and […] send files back and forth. 

 

When the CUNY network was connected with a similar network in Yale University in 

1981, BITNET was formed;
41

 by the end of 1982 over 70 more academic institutions 

had joined the network. Nussbacher, then, had firsthand experience of networking in 

an academic environment, and he brought this experience with him to Israel when he 

came as a visiting scientist to the Weizmann Institute, a leading research center. 

Nussbacher said to me: 

                                                 
40

 I interviewed Nussbacher on two separate occasions, on the 19 and 25 August 2004. I corresponded 

with him via email to clarify several points.  

41
 ―The international BITNET network began in the spring of 1981 when Ira H. Fuchs and Greydon 

Freeman, of the City University of New York and Yale University, respectively, decided that IBM's 

Network Job Entry (NJE) communications protocol made computer-based communication practical 

between their universities.‖ http://www.cren.net/cren/cren-hist-fut.html, accessed 24/7/2006. 

http://www.cren.net/cren/cren-hist-fut.html
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[I] spent four years at the Weizmann Institute as a visiting scientist, playing 

around on various things but also bringing the internet to Israel, because I had 

suddenly, I already had the Internet addiction after being there and like seeing 

how great it was to be able to talk to people via communications. 

 

In other words, Nussbacher brought with him to Israel from the United States both 

technological expertise that was very rare in Israel at the time, if not non-existent, and 

an enthusiasm for what computer networks enabled him to do, namely, ―talk to people 

via communications‖. As I shall show below, this combination of know-how and 

enthusiasm also played an important part in turning the Internet in Israel into a 

commercial institution.  

 

According to Nussbacher, computer networking had yet to reach Israeli academia, and 

he found himself trying to push it wherever he could: 

[I was] evangelizing the Internet. It wasn‘t here, no one understood what it was, 

you have to go to people, start convincing every single person you know, listen 

you have to put in money, you know to, to, you have to put in routers, you have 

to put in lines. It doesn‘t come cheaply. […] there wasn‘t even a network 

between the universities themselves. There was nothing. […] and you have to 

then start going and explaining to people and it‘s very hard sometimes. 

 

Two years after he arrived in Israel, Nussbacher oversaw the connection made with 

the European Academic Research Network. EARN had been established in 1983 and 

worked in a very similar way to BITNET, to which it was also connected. Indeed, 

according to Doron Shikmoni, another figure from the very early days of the Israeli 
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Internet, when Israel joined EARN on 13
th

 August 1984, the physical link actually 

landed in the Weizmann Institute, before being moved to IBM‘s research center in 

Haifa later on.
42

 This was the first time that the Israeli academic community was 

linked to academic institutions outside of Israel.  

 

While not wishing to reduce the history of the Internet in Israel to the activities of one 

man, it is clear that Nussbacher played a crucial role in the timing of developments in 

Israel. He imported with him expert knowledge, the deployment of which gave Israeli 

academics connections with their overseas counterparts much sooner than might 

otherwise have been the case. Indeed, he has been involved with MACHBA ever 

since its establishment in 1984, and today is its ―Communications Consultant‖.
43

 

 

There is another connection competing for the status of first overseas network 

connection, and that is the link to the American CSNET,
44

 made in February 1984, 

again under the auspices of Prof. Shmuel Peleg. As mentioned, the UUCP connection 

became too expensive to maintain, so Peleg requested, and received, funding from the 

Ministry of Science to create a link to the emerging CSNET network in the United 

States. This link was established in February 1984, making Israel CSNET‘s first 

international node.
45

 

                                                 
42

 Shikmoni was interviewed on 10 November 2004. 

43
 http://www.iucc.ac.il/html/framesets_eng/about_iucc.html, accessed 24/7/2006. 

44
 The CS in CSNET stands for Computer Science. 

45
 ―In February, 1984, Israel became the first international node on the CSNET, soon followed by 

Korea, Australia, Canada, France, Germany, and Japan‖ (http://www.livinginternet.com/i/ii_csnet.htm, 

accessed 7/8/2006); and, ―In February 1984, Israel became the first international member of CSNET‖ 

(http://museum.media.org/eti/RoundThree08.html, accessed 7/8/2006). 

http://www.iucc.ac.il/html/framesets_eng/about_iucc.html
http://www.livinginternet.com/i/ii_csnet.htm
http://museum.media.org/eti/RoundThree08.html
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Another person who ought to be mentioned in the context of Israel‘s adoption of early 

networking technologies is Doron Shikmoni. Shikmoni is currently running a hi-tech 

start-up, though his career follows the Israeli Internet very closely. After a romantic 

relationship with computers as a child (sending punch cards by regular mail from his 

home in Eilat to a friend in Tel Aviv who would put them in a computer there), he 

found work at Bar Ilan University in the early 1980s, where he was very involved in 

hooking the university up to the emerging academic network. He has acted as a 

consultant for the government, specifically the treasury, on Internet related matters, 

and sat on two of MK Michael Eitan‘s Internet sub-committees, those related to 

security and Hebrew (see Chapter 6 below for more on the subject of Hebrew on the 

Internet). Today he is the manager of the .il top-level domain and responsible for the 

Israeli Internet Exchange (IIX) (of which more in Chapter 4).  

 

However, most significantly for our purposes, he was involved in securing for Israel 

the .il suffix, an interesting aspect of the early diffusion of the Internet. Country Code 

Top Level Domains (ccTLDs) are the two letter codes allocated to individual 

countries (for instance, .fr for France, or .de for Germany). The first two ccTLDs to be 

allocated were those of the United States—.us—and the United Kingdom—.uk—in 

1985. Israel‘s .il suffix was the third (also allocated in 1985). While this does not 

testify directly to the quantity or quality of Israel‘s network connections with the rest 

of the world, the fact that Israel was so quick to claim its suffix does suggest a high 

level of awareness of trends and developments in the field. I asked Shikmoni how he 

explained this. He replied, ―Because we were fast and pioneering and we were active, 

and other countries weren‘t going in that direction at all‖.  
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Israel was one of the first countries to connect to EARN; it was one of the first 

countries to be allocated a ccTLD (.il); and in 1995 it would become only the second 

country outside the US to set up a local chapter of the Internet Society (after Japan). 

Thus two things here require explanation. The first is the timing of Israel‘s connection 

to EARN and the role of Hank Nussbacher as an immigrant with expert knowledge in 

bringing that about. The second is Israel‘s alacrity in certain Internet matters, with the 

aforementioned institutional affiliations providing a good indication of that. I shall 

provide explanations below. 

 

3.6.2 THE DIFFUSION OF THE COMMERCIALIZATION OF THE INTERNET 

We now leap forward a decade, which is the amount of time that passed between the 

first overseas Internet connections being made between Israel and Europe and the US, 

and the opening up of the Internet for commercial use. By the time that the Internet 

was opened up for general public usage in May 1994, a number of actors were already 

chomping at the bit. These actors were Israel‘s Internet Service Providers (ISPs), who 

were waiting for the opportunity to sell Internet connectivity to the Israeli public, as 

was already happening in the United States and a number of other countries (L. Press, 

1994).
46

 This was a process that will also be discussed in a different context in the 

next chapter. Now, though, we are concerned with the way in which a process begun 

in America made its way to Israel, and particularly with the people involved. 

 

                                                 
46

 For example, Australia‘s first commercial ISP started business in 1992, the UK‘s in 1991, South 

Africa‘s in 1992, and Austria‘s in 1991. See Request For Comments 1192 - Commercialization of the 

Internet summary report (http://www.faqs.org/rfcs/rfc1192.html, accessed 5/1/2008). 

http://www.faqs.org/rfcs/rfc1192.html
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Starting from 1984, Israel‘s network grew constantly, though at first it was limited to 

academic institutions and their affiliated members. It was run by MACHBA, which 

after a number of years began to feel that it was not able to perform the huge task it 

found itself responsible for, as more and more people were finding their way online. 

This was especially so from 1991, the year in which Tim Berners-Lee and CERN 

went public with the World Wide Web, introducing hyperlinks for the first time (for 

Berners-Lee's own account, see Berners-Lee & Fischetti, 1999). In 1992 the first 

Israeli site was published (that of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem), and in April 

1993 the web browser Mosaic was released, introducing color and images to web 

pages. (The number of worldwide Internet hosts during the years under discussion can 

be seen in Figure 3.) 

 

FIGURE 3 - INTERNET HOSTS 

 

Internet Hosts:

(from http://www.zakon.org/robert/internet/timeline)
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In around 1990, word reached Israel of an American project known as NREN 

(National Research and Education Network
47

). More precisely, Jules Finkel, then 

Director of the Computing Department at the Weizmann Institute, an American 

immigrant to Israel, heard of the NREN project and told Rafi Hoyda about it. Hoyda 

was then vice Chief Scientist of the Ministry of Communications.
48

 Hoyda was 

already aware of the Internet—in 1977 he had been to the USA on a work trip and had 

been taken to the offices of BBN, the company that built the hardware components of 

the very first ARPANET connections. He had also recently come back from a three 

year job posting in the States, where he had learnt a great deal about working with 

computers. Hoyda initiated a bureaucratic process whereby a committee made up of 

representatives from the Ministries of Science and Communications approved the 

formation of the Israeli Research and Education Network (IREN), and set up another 

committee to establish requirements among the targeted institutions—schools, 

colleges, and research wings in industry. This, Hoyda explained, was the first decision 

made in the direction of opening up the network to organizations outside the 

universities (see also Rahav, 1998).  

 

And indeed, in a meeting on 6
th

 June, 1991, representatives from three ministries—

Industry and Trade, Science, and Communications—asked MACHBA to start 

connecting commercial companies to the Internet via its infrastructure. However, 

MACHBA had no interest in becoming what for all intents and purposes would be a 

nationwide ISP. As Nussbacher made clear in interview, MACHBA had been set up 

to oversee the creation of a research-based network, and did not want to ―dirty its 

                                                 
47

 See http://www.nren.nasa.gov/  

48
 I interviewed Rafi Hoyda on 6

th
 August 2006. 

http://www.nren.nasa.gov/
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hands‖ with commercial dealings. According to Nussbacher‘s timeline,
49

 this is the 

point at which the idea of licensing commercial ISPs was first floated. Shortly 

afterwards, the first ISPs started working, though with all their traffic going through 

MACHBA, until MACHBA was entirely cut out of the commercial aspects of the 

Internet in June 1997.  

 

In the period between 1992 and 1994—when non-academic organizations could use 

the Internet, but before full licenses were issued—there was a mechanism for deciding 

who would and would not be able to get on to the network. This mechanism was a 

committee in the Ministry of Communications to whom applications for network 

access was made. The main criterion was that the connection was required for 

research and development purposes, and although the criterion was properly applied, 

getting past the committee was not very difficult.
50

 Indeed, Shikmoni and others were 

trying to persuade companies to apply for Internet access. He explained: 

At a certain stage, the Ministry of Communications gave permission to 

connect organizations to the Internet that were dealing with research and 

development. Intentionally, or unintentionally, it‘s not important, they left the 

definition of research and development a bit vague. Great. Research and 

development. Excellent. […] Who does research and development? All of a 

sudden, everyone is doing research and development. […] So the first thing 

                                                 
49

 There are a number of small discrepancies between Nussbacher‘s timeline, the Rahav Report (Rahav, 

1998), and interviewees‘ memories. However, these discrepancies do not impact on the overall picture. 

50
 Nussbacher recalls that 80% of applications were granted; Shikmoni‘s recollection is that virtually all 

applications were approved. They both sat on the committee that discussed applications. The owner of 

an early ISP told me of a poet whose request to be granted permission to access the Internet was denied 

on the grounds that his application was not research-based.  
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was all the hi-tech companies here. We went to hi-tech companies and started 

to persuade them to hook up to the Internet. They didn‘t really understand 

what we wanted from them. 

 

Still, though, there was no way for the private individual to attain Internet access from 

his or her home. This was finally enabled in May 1994, when three companies, Elron, 

Darcom,
51

 and NetManage, were given full Internet licenses by the Ministry of 

Communications (this was covered in the local press by, among others, Gabizon, 

1994). 

 

From MACHBA‘s point of view of, then, they had been asked by the state to provide 

widespread Internet services, but had refused, thus creating the need for alternative 

sources of connectivity supply. This need was met by ISPs, licenses for which were 

issued by the Ministry of Communications. However, there are other points of view, 

and interesting among them are those of a very small group of Israelis who 

coincidentally came back to live in Israel after many years of living in the US and 

working in the hi-tech sector. These migrants brought with them to Israel expectations 

of how communications between computers should be, and found that the reality in 

Israel failed to live up to those expectations. They also claim a certain degree of 

influence in bringing the MoC to license their companies to provide Internet services 

on an entirely commercial basis. 

 

                                                 
51

 Darcom received a license, but never provided Internet services. The company had been set up by 

David Reichmann, a Canadian immigrant, mainly to provide a communications link between Israel and 

North America. However, Reichmann died aged 34 of a heart attack in August 1994.  
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Their importance can be seen if we compare the list of the ISPs given permission to 

connect research arms of commercial enterprises in 1992, and the ISPs given 

permission to connect all and sundry in 1994. In 1992, four ISPs provided dial-up 

services: Actcom, Dataserve, Kav Mancheh, and Bezeq Zahav.
52

 Of these companies 

one is still an active but very minor player in the local ISP industry (Actcom); one has 

disappeared entirely (Dataserve);
53

 and the other two never became fully fledged 

commercial providers for home usage (Bezeq Zahav and Kav Mancheh, which 

provided mainly business services, such as providing live stock exchange data). So 

while there were some companies working at this time, they did not really constitute 

the foundations of Israel‘s future Internet industry. By contrast, of the three 

companies to receive the first full Internet licenses—Elronet, NetManage and 

Darcom—two went on to enjoy supremacy in the ISP market for a number of years. 

Darcom never actually provided services, and Elronet and NetManage merged to 

become NetVision. All three entities were founded by Israelis who were either 

immigrants or returning from long periods of time in the US, and it is they who 

should really be considered Israel‘s first commercial ISPs.  

 

Ruth Alon, the founder and former CEO of NetVision, and daughter of Uzia Galil 

(see below), is one of these migrating Israelis.
54

 She moved to California from Israel 

in 1979, where she worked with her husband, Zvi Alon, in their hi-tech company, 

NetManage. The company was very successful, largely due to its sales of a version of 

                                                 
52

 See http://shekel.jct.ac.il/faq/net/israel-answer.html, accessed 1/2/2004. 

53
 I tried to find the founder of Dataserve, Gil Ben Noon, in order to interview him, but was unable to 

track him down. 

54
 I interviewed Alon on 18

th
 May, 2006. 

http://shekel.jct.ac.il/faq/net/israel-answer.html
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TCP/IP, the Internet protocols, for Windows, known as WinSock.
55

 In 1993, Ruth 

Alon decided to come back to Israel with her children and run a branch of NetManage 

from Haifa, the town in which she had grown up and lived before moving to the 

United States. It was clear to her that the Israeli and American branches of 

NetManage would need a way of communicating with one another, but at the time 

there were no commercial ISPs that could connect them to the Internet. So, relates 

Alon, she decided to set one up. Although a programmer in a senior management 

position in NetManage, Alon did not know very much about the Internet at the time. 

However, she had heard of the ―Smart Valley‖ project, an effort to put schools and 

businesses online in Silicon Valley,
56

 which she mentioned in interview as providing 

some kind of inspiration.  

 

Another figure who regularly brought knowledge to Israel from the US was Uzia 

Galil, founder in 1962 of what is commonly referred to as Israel‘s first hi-tech 

company, Elron.
57

 Galil claims that he was motivated to set up Elron after spending 

time in the States, during which he became aware of the US hi-tech industry and 

thought that Israel, a country lacking natural resources and thus dependent on its 

human capital, needed something similar. One of the very first ISPs in Israel was a 

                                                 
55

 See http://www.netmanage.com/company/history.asp, accessed 21/5/2006. 

56
 For more on Smart Valley see http://www.jointventure.org/programs-

initiatives/smartvalley/overview.html, accessed 21/5/2006. 

57
 I interviewed Galil on 18

th
 May, 2006 in his offices in Haifa. The walls were decorated with 

honorary doctorates from various universities, though pride of place was given to the certificate of his 

Israel Prize, which was awarded to him in 1997. A detailed biography can be found at 

http://www.uzia.com/management/, accessed 24/7/2006. 

http://www.netmanage.com/company/history.asp
http://www.jointventure.org/programs-initiatives/smartvalley/overview.html
http://www.jointventure.org/programs-initiatives/smartvalley/overview.html
http://www.uzia.com/management/
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subsidiary of Elron, named Elronet, managed by another Israeli migrant, Dr. Abe 

Peled. 

 

Peled was born in Romania in 1945, and moved to Israel with his family in 1958, 

where he served in the army and completed his BA at the prestigious Technion 

Institute of Technology. When he was 26 he moved to the United States, where he 

went to graduate school, eventually receiving a PhD from Princeton in the emerging 

field of digital signal processing. In 1974 he started working for IBM, and in 1985 he 

was made ―vice president of systems and software at the Research Division, in charge 

of, among other things, all the communications-related research‖, a very senior 

position in which he remained in until 1993.
58

 In interview,
59

 Peled told me that 

personal reasons made him start thinking about a move back to Israel, where his 

parents still lived. At the same time, Uzia Galil was looking for a new vice president 

for Elron, and Peled was given the position. Arriving in Israel in 1993, Peled, like 

Alon, was used to conducting business through email and spending time on computer 

networks, but in Israel he was unable to do so. Peled made contact with the CEO of 

the Ministry of Communications at that time, Shlomo Waxe, to discuss possibilities of 

opening the Internet for commercial use. At the same time, he commissioned Dr. Beth 

Erez, a former MoC employee and at the time a freelance technology analyst, to 

conduct a feasibility study into the possibility of setting up an ISP aimed at business 

customers.
60

 Crucial to the commercialization of the Internet in Israel was getting 

                                                 
58

 These biographical details are extracted from an interview Peled gave to an industry website, 

http://www.itvt.com/abepeled03.html, accessed 22/5/2006. 

59
 I interviewed Dr. Peled in London on 2

nd
 June, 2006. 

60
 I interviewed Dr. Erez on 4

th
 May, 2006. 

http://www.itvt.com/abepeled03.html
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permission to allow commercial traffic onto the backbone in America. To this end, 

Peled wrote a letter to a colleague and acquaintance from the committee that was in 

charge of the backbone, asking for this permission, which was duly granted. In the 

meantime, Peled was involved in writing the licenses that would shortly be issued to 

commercial ISPs (see also Chapter 4 for further implications of this involvement). 

When ISP licenses were eventually issued in 1994, Elronet was the first to receive 

one, claims Peled, a fact that is related to his close involvement in the licensing 

process (see Chapter 4 for an analysis of this subject).
61

 

 

3.7 ANALYSIS OF THESE PROCESSES OF DIFFUSION 

In the previous section I described two processes in the diffusion of the Internet to 

Israel. The first was the arrival of the networked connection in 1984 of Israeli 

academia to its European counterparts and through them to the USA. The second was 

the establishment of the first commercial Internet Service Providers in Israel. In the 

following, I discuss similarities and differences between these two processes. 

 

3.7.1 SIMILARITIES 

In both cases I resist the tendencies to technological determinism that are discernible 

in the types of study described in Section 3.2 above. That is, rather than simply 

assuming the Internet‘s arrival in an unproblematic way, I inquire into the quite 

specific mechanisms of its diffusion.  

 

                                                 
61

 Peled‘s involvement in Elronet was short-lived, however. In 1995 he was head-hunted by Rupert 

Murdoch to manage a company of his, and Peled now resides in London. 
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Of the many reports of the diffusion of the Internet to other countries that I read in 

writing this chapter, only two offer the kind of analysis that I argue successfully 

avoids determinism. First, Bellman, Tindimubona, & Arias (1993) describe political 

and cultural aspects of the introduction of networking technologies to African 

countries in the early 1990s, referring to matters such as the quality of communication 

lines and cooperation between NGOs and government. Second, the GDI report on the 

Internet in Ghana (Foster et al., 2004) is singular in that it emphasizes the role of 

identifiable individuals in the process of bringing the Internet to that country. The 

authors note that  

TCP/IP connectivity was first provided by a commercial system integrator, 

Network Computer Systems (NCS). NCS was started as a Digital Equipment 

Corporation (DEC) integrator by Dr. Nii Quaynor in 1988. Dr. Quaynor 

attended Dartmouth College and earned a Ph.D in computer science from the 

State University of New York at Stony Brook. He came back to Ghana on a 

sabbatical from DEC, where he was a senior software engineering Manager 

(Foster et al., 2004, p. 6).  

 

In addition, ―Dr. Quaynor applied for, and in January 1995 received, permission from 

Internet Assigned Number Authority (IANA) to use and administer the Ghana 

Domain name ‗.gh‘‖ (pp. 6-7). They also note that in 1996 a Ghanaian ISP was set up 

by ―three Kenyans who had studied at M.I.T. and Harvard and returned to Kenya to 

found an Internet service for all of Africa‖ (p. 8). I find this account of how the 

Internet arrived in Ghana interesting for a number of reasons. Firstly, as mentioned, it 

does not simply assume the arrival of the Internet; rather, it shows how certain people 

brought it to Ghana. Secondly, although it does not theorize the process in this way, it 
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shows how the cultural and social capital of the Internet importers in Ghana was 

crucial to the arrival of the Internet in that country. Thirdly, it highlights the 

importance of physical space and people‘s movement through it in the diffusion 

process. I shall now expand on these issues with regard to the Israeli case. 

 

The concept of diffusion through space would seem to be central to the diffusion of 

the Internet to Israel, and, by extension, to other places as well. In the introductory 

chapter to his seminal book, Hägerstrand (1967 [1953]) talks about spatial diffusion. 

He says: 

Its importance ought to vary with the form of the observed population‘s 

distribution and with the communications media involved. In a society where 

there are no appreciable time or cost obstacles preventing one individual from 

coming into contact with any other individual, relations within ‗social space‘ 

cannot be appreciably modified by the constraints of geometrical space. If air 

travel and the ability to transmit as well as to receive television were within 

the reach of every individual, then we would approach the conditions of a ‗one 

point society,‘ in which case the spatial interpretation of social phenomena 

would become quite uninteresting. So far, such conditions do not exist; 

therefore, spatial analysis has not completed the playing of its role (p. 7).  

 

In other words, as long as there is meaning to space, there is a point in conducting 

spatial analyses of innovation diffusion.  

 

It has been posited that one of the major characteristics of late modernity is the 

collapse of space-time (Giddens, 1990, 1991). This is a process that is clearly 
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intensified by technologies of the Internet. However, just as it is true that a pre-

condition for the Internet becoming a vehicle for the global distribution of, say, 

culture and commerce, is the global distribution of the protocols that enable 

computers to communicate with one another in the first place, I argue that even a 

technology that collapses time and space, at least in its ideal version, must first travel 

across space, a process which must necessarily take time. Any concept of travel must 

necessarily have some physical dimension, some body that is bearing the 

information—something which is equally true of the data that travels between 

computers on the Internet. Previous studies of the diffusion of the Internet, however, 

have quite ignored this dimension, and it is that which creates the impression of 

technological determinism.  

 

In the previous section I identified a small number of people whose physical 

movement in space from one place to another had much to do with the diffusion of the 

Internet to Israel. These people, along with those mentioned by the GDI report cited 

above (Foster et al., 2004), are what Rogers—the seminal writer on processes of 

diffusion—would have called cosmopolitans. For him, ―cosmopoliteness is the degree 

to which an individual‘s orientation is external to a particular social system‖ (Rogers, 

1962, p. 102). This orientation to a system other than the Israeli one is latent in 

immigrants (such as Nussbacher or Winer), or may be acquired by nationals 

sojourning overseas for an extended period of time (such as for graduate studies, as 

with Prof. Peleg and the Ghanaians mentioned above). 

 

While not wishing to reduce the fact that Israel is connected to the Internet to these 

individuals, their role in the timing of events is worthy of notice, especially against 
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the background of other studies of the Internet in which it almost magically appears at 

each new country. In particular, it should be noted that both of the processes under 

discussion followed a kind of ―false start‖: in the first instance, Israel had email 

connections with the USA before its connection to EARN in 1984, but that connection 

was disconnected for financial reasons; and in the second instance, the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel was partly realized in 1992 when four  

companies were given limited ISP licenses, but fully commercialized in 1994 when 

three different companies were given full licenses. The involvement of migrants is 

notable in the second, more successful, phases of these two processes. 

 

In other words, not only is there intrinsic value in identifying the people involved, if 

only for the sake of a richer historical record, there is more to it than that. The 

physical movement I noted was from the United States to Israel. I shall comment on 

both elements of this movement: from the US, and to Israel. 

 

3.7.1.1 MOVEMENT FROM THE UNITED STATES 

It is hardly surprising that the movement originated from the United States. This was 

the country that had ―invented‖ the Internet, and virtually all the knowledge and 

expertise was located there. This was borne out by my interviewees, whom I asked 

how they kept themselves up to date. They all said that by far their main source of 

information was American-based websites and online journals. Not only was the 

relevant knowledge located in the US, but the necessary hardware came from there 

too, by which I am referring to the routers and modems that provide the physical base 

for the Internet (and if the equipment was actually manufactured elsewhere, the 

companies designing and selling it were certainly American).  
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3.7.1.2 MOVEMENT TO ISRAEL 

The significance of the movement to Israel lies in the fact that the individuals referred 

to above are all Jewish, and that their movement to Israel was a kind of homecoming 

(see Lomsky-Feder & Rapoport, 2001), and not labor migration for the sake of an 

improved standard of living either for the migrant or his family back home. Even for 

Nussbacher, who had never previously lived in Israel, his migration to Israel did not 

make him an ―expatriate‖, as he immediately joined the majority ethnic group in that 

country and enjoyed rights and privileges not afforded to non-Jewish immigrants. For 

Peleg, his time in America was intended for studying, and his movement back to 

Israel was quite natural. In other words, the diffusion of the Internet to Israel should 

be located in the context of Jewish ethnicity and movement between Israel, 

understood as the homeland, and the Jewish diaspora, particularly its American 

chapter. It would seem that it was this kind of back and forth movement that brought 

the Internet to Ghana too.  

 

This was a theme stressed by Dov Winer,
62

 who has been involved in the Israeli 

Internet for over 20 years, particularly in aspects related to education.
63

 Winer has 

served as an advisor to the Ministry of Communications and is currently working with 

the Jewish Agency on projects to do with linking Jewish diasporas to Israel through 

the Internet. For him the informal networks linking Jewish scientists in the United 

States with Israel play a key part in explaining the early diffusion of networks from 

the former to the latter. In general, he noted that a number of the scientists involved in 
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 I interviewed Dov Winer, himself an immigrant to Israel from Argentina, on 16 December 2004. 
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 http://web.macam98.ac.il/~dovw/, accessed 24/7/2006. 
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the original ARPANET project were Jewish, though he does not point to any specific 

consequences of that. He does, however, cite Richard Mandelbaum as an example of a 

Jewish computer scientist whose ethnicity impacted on the speed of the diffusion of 

his network to Israel: Mandelbaum was a co-founder in 1985 of the New York State 

Educational Research Network (NYSERNET), a non-profit Internet Service Provider 

for government and education in the north-east of the US, and served as its president 

for a number of years. Mandelbaum is also an Orthodox Jew, and it is this fact that led 

to Israel being the second country (after Ireland) to be connected to the NYSERNET 

network. Winer also recalled that the person responsible for communications at the 

Weizmann Institute was, like Nussbacher, an American immigrant, which he believes 

is relevant to the fact that the connection to NYSERNET physically landed at the 

Weizmann Institute. This movement to Israel by hi-tech people is not restricted to the 

Internet alone. Indeed, Intel‘s hugely successful Israeli branch was set up by an Israeli 

Jew returning from America, as were IBM‘s Israeli offices.
64

 

 

In short, space, and the movement between places, played a crucial role in the 

diffusion of Internet technologies and practices. Knowledge and cultural expectations 

traveled from the United States to Israel. Nowadays, experts in the field keep up to 

date with developments by reading information that comes almost exclusively from 

America. For this reason, hardly any of my ISP interviewees attended industry 

conferences or events overseas. However, the role of those who did make physical 

journeys is strongly felt in the diffusion of both initial network connections, and the 

move to the commercialization of the Internet. 
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 As explained to me in interview by Dr. Abe Peled. 
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3.7.2 DIFFERENCES 

The main difference between the two processes of diffusion being discussed here is 

their relative speed. Israel was very quick in claiming its Internet suffix, .il, getting it 

assigned even before there were such things as Internet sites. Israel was also one of 

the first countries to connect to EARN. In these regards, Israel was what Rogers 

would term an ―early adopter‖ (Rogers, 1962). However, in terms of licensing ISPs, 

while certainly not a laggard, Israel was not so quick (see Figure 4).
65

 This was the 

focus of criticism among interviewees, as well as the subject of newspaper articles 

from the time (for instance, Beller, 1994). 

 

FIGURE 4 - ROGERS' CATEGORIES OF ADOPTION 

 

This is a finding that might surprise a student of diffusion, especially in the light of 

Strang and Meyer‘s important article, Institutional Conditions for Diffusion (Strang & 

Meyer, 1993). Their fundamental point is that ―institutional similarity‖ is a key factor 

in diffusion. They resist ―relational models‖ of diffusion, saying that they 

―underspecify the variety of effects that may be induced by interaction and 
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interdependence‖ (p. 490). Instead, they propose that ―linkages may be cultural as 

well as relational. That is, the cultural understanding that social entities belong to a 

common social category constructs a tie between them. […] We argue that where 

actors are seen as falling into the same category, diffusion should be rapid‖ (p. 490). 

The puzzle, however, is this: processes of diffusion seemed to happen quicker during 

the early 1980s than the early 1990s, that is, when Israel was less culturally similar to 

the United States. We might also see this in terms of Sassen‘s concept of temporal 

order (Sassen, 2000b): local and global processes have their own temporal orders, 

whereby the former is slow and the latter fast. The change implied by globalization is 

a shift to a faster temporal order. The processes described here, however, seem to 

have moved from a faster to a slower temporal order.  
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To sharpen the puzzle, I propose a closer reading of Strang and Meyer. Their general 

rule of institutional similarity is specified with regard to modernity:  

the more social entities are constructed and legitimated as modern entities (and 

particularly as modern ‗actors‘), the more social materials flow among them. 

 

Here, modernity is said to connote  

the organization of society and the nation-state around universalized notions of 

progress and justice, as built up of rationalized organizations and associations, 

and as composed of autonomous, rational, and purposive individual citizens. 

And it implies the integrated functioning of these elements so that collective 

goods are enhanced by individual and organizational progress and contribute 

to such progress (p. 501).  

 

According to this characterization, Israel was certainly a ―modern‖ state in the early-

80s, and so would communist nations seem to be as well. However, the latter are 

excluded from this version of modernity by a subsequent sentence: ―When state 

socialism collapsed in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, Western academics 

rushed to the rescue, bearing analyses of optimal economic and political 

arrangements‖ (p. 502). In other words, communist countries attained the kind of 

modernity that Strang and Meyer are referring to only after communism collapsed. 

This is made clearer by a refinement of modernity: ―Modern perspectives locate much 

value and responsibility in social ‗actors,‘ both individual human beings and 

purposive rationalized organizations. The sovereignty and competence of these actors 

is celebrated. Social structures that rest upon the self-interested choices of 
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autonomous actors are formally demonstrated to generate optimal outcomes‖ (p. 503). 

Here they reveal that in fact their definition of modernity is restricted to neo-liberal 

nation-states, which Israel could not really be described as being in the early 1980s 

(see, for example, Shalev, 1992). In sum, then, according to Strang and Meyer‘s 

definitions of modernity, and according to characterizations of Israeli society in the 

early 1980s as compared to the early 1990s, it would indeed seem to be surprising that 

aspects of the Internet diffused faster precisely at the time when institutional 

similarities were much weaker.  

 

Let me elaborate: although it has been argued that ―ever since statehood, Israel has 

been undergoing a process of becoming capitalist society‖ (Ben-Porat, 1993, p. x; and 

see also Hanieh, 2003), there can be little doubt that the years following 1985 were 

particularly central in this regard. Indeed, by the end of the 1990s, Israel was held up 

―as a model of economic liberalization and successful adaptation to globalization and 

technological change‖ (Shalev, 2000). For many years Israel was an extremely 

centralist country (Ben-Porat, 1992a; Kimmerling, 1982), with the economy quite 

subsumed within the political field. Indeed, writing about the first few decades of 

Israel‘s existence, Shafir and Peled wrote, ―No autonomous business sector could 

emerge, and business decisions were made in response to or as part of political 

decisions‖ (Shafir & Peled, 2000b, p. 246).  

 

However, following a period of hyper-inflation in the early 1980s, the 1985 

Emergency Stabilization Plan put Israel more firmly on the road to a neo-liberal 

economy run according to the principles of the market, a process that was ―openly 

supported and legitimized by the political regime and its ideology‖ (Ben-Porat, 1993, 
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p. 28). By the early- to mid-90s these processes were well under way. They were also 

closely tied to changes in the political field, namely, the signing of the Oslo Accords 

in 1993. As well as delineating a political solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 

the Accords also ensured that Israel would open up its economy. Thus the labor 

organizations were weakened, with the result that failing factories were allowed to 

close, while entrepreneurs could raise capital on the newly prominent Tel Aviv Stock 

Exchange. This was accompanied by a cultural change in the direction of conspicuous 

consumption, signified by the arrival of a host of American firms to Israel during the 

early 1990s.  

 

Given this background, then, how should we explain the surprising speeds at which 

the two diffusion processes under discussion took place? Perhaps the first thing to 

note is that the two episodes of diffusion being discussed were located differently 

with regard the state. In the first instance, the state had no involvement, and in the 

second, it was very heavily involved indeed. This is suggested by Sassen when she 

describes the ―bureaucratic temporal order‖ as ―subject to the slow moving and rule-

bound public accountability of governmental processes‖ (Sassen, 2000b, p. 224).  

 

Indeed, in the early 1990s the telecoms sector in Israel was still fairly centralized, 

despite moves to liberalize it, moves which took much further steps during the rest of 

the 1990s, and its bureaucratic wheels turned slowly. Thus, for instance, it took a year 

and a half for the Ministry of Communications to write the license giving MACHBA 

permission (post facto) to legally run an academic and research network, after Bezeq, 

the telecoms monopoly, said that it saw the academic network as illegal (Ein-Dor et 

al., 1999, pp. 7-8). Also, it took nearly two and a half years from MACHBA‘s 
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announcement that it was not prepared to become a nationwide ISP for the MoC to 

issue licenses to commercial ISPs. As will be discussed in a later chapter, certain 

figures in the ISP industry found this latter delay infuriating. However, other 

interviewees expressed understanding that these things take time, and that the MoC 

was acting in good faith and to the best of its abilities, even if these abilities were 

slightly less than might be desired.  

 

Be that as it may, it is clear that state involvement in this diffusion process hindered it, 

especially when compared with Israel‘s connection to EARN, and its attainment of 

the .il suffix, processes which were characterized by small-scale initiatives by groups 

of highly-motivated individuals. As Doron Shikmoni said about his involvement in 

such processes: ―[We did it] of our own free will, not because someone sent us, but 

because we were mad about the subject, we were just, you know, freaks for it, it was 

in our soul‖. This is a kind of activity that takes place well below the radar of analyses 

à la Strang and Meyer, but it could well be the model for the diffusion of the Internet 

to countries outside the US—of course, I cannot make a clear assertion on this given 

the lack of data regarding other countries. However, this does strengthen my assertion 

that there is much to be gained for analyzing diffusion on this ―micro‖ level. 

 

On the one hand, then, the Internet could diffuse quickly to Israel because of Jewish 

ethnic ties and the movement of Israelis between Israel and the United States, and 

because Israel has long been a country with a deep technological bias;
66

 while on the 
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 For instance, one of the first computers to be built outside the US was constructed at the Weizmann 

institute in 1954 (just one example of early technological achievement cited in a feature on technology 

in Israel published by Globes (Yachin, 2001a)).  
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other hand, aspects that required state involvement meant that Israel moved slower 

than other countries.  

 

3.8 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have looked at two key ―firsts‖ in the Israeli Internet: namely, the 

first connection to an academic network overseas; and the first licenses issued to 

commercial companies permitting them to provide Internet access to all comers. By 

focusing on these ―firsts‖ I have avoided the technologically determinist tendencies in 

previous studies of Internet diffusion. Indeed, I have focused on a different aspect of 

diffusion altogether: while the studies cited at the beginning of this chapter look at the 

diffusion of the Internet within countries, simply taking for granted the fact that the 

Internet reached them in the first place, I have looked at the diffusion of the Internet 

to a specific country. By so doing, I am implicitly suggesting that the question of how 

the Internet arrives in each country is no less pertinent and worthy of research than the 

question of how quickly the Internet diffuses within each country, notwithstanding the 

policy implications for such understandings in terms of closing the digital divide 

within and between countries.  

 

My analysis was conducted at a very micro level, identifying specific actors and 

pinpointing their role in the processes discussed. Following Street, I closely showed 

―how the product arrived there‖ (Street, 1997, p. 76). This is an approach that 

resonates with Sassen‘s view that globalization is something that must be produced 

(Sassen, 2002b). The contributions of the individuals I identified in ―producing 

globalization‖ were also placed in their broader context. This context is very specific 
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to Israel of the 1980s and 1990s. In particular, my analysis revealed the importance of 

informal Jewish networks and migratory movement through space in understanding 

the timing and mechanics of the diffusion of the Internet to Israel, and highlighted the 

institutional and bureaucratic contexts of two major moments in that process.  

 

This has implications for future research of Internet diffusion: it would seem that if 

we want to avoid assumptions regarding the very fact of the Internet‘s worldwide 

diffusion, researchers ought to carry out case studies, most probably at the nation-state 

level, to determine the dynamics of the Internet‘s arrival in those nation-states. What 

makes these studies challenging from a sociological point of view, of course, is that 

because each process may be assumed to be different, and because each context will 

most certainly be different, the theoretical issues raised by each case study must 

necessarily be unknown before the start of the research. 

 

As mentioned in the opening section of this chapter, the current case raises the 

question of the place of cosmopolitans in processes of globalization, especially given 

that Everett Rogers himself refers to the important role of cosmopolitans in processes 

of diffusion (see also Beck, 2000, 2002). Rogers offers an inclusive definition, 

whereby the cosmopolitan displays an ―orientation [that] is external to a particular 

social system‖ (Rogers, 1962, p. 102). Hannerz‘s definition, on the other hand, is 

much more exclusive: 

The perspective of the cosmopolitan must entail relationships to a plurality of 

cultures understood as distinctive entities. […] But furthermore, 

cosmopolitanism in a stricter sense includes a stance toward diversity itself, 

toward the coexistence of cultures in the individual experience […] It is an 
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intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness toward divergent cultural 

experiences, a search for contrasts rather than uniformity (Hannerz, 1990, p. 

239). 

 

Accordingly, for Hannerz, not all contact with other countries or cultures indicates 

cosmopolitanism: ―much of that involvement with a wider world which is 

characteristic of contemporary lives is […] largely a matter of assimilating items of 

some distant provenience into a fundamentally local culture‖ (Hannerz, 1990, p. 238). 

This more accurately describes how the Internet arrived in Israel. Moreover, the 

individuals pointed out above as having played an important role in bringing the 

Internet to Israel and institutionalizing it could not really be said to have displayed an 

―openness to divergent cultural experiences‖. Their orientation was primarily, if not 

exclusively, to one other country apart from Israel, namely, the United States. 

Nonetheless, they provided the necessary bridge for the transfer of knowledge and 

technology from the US to Israel.  

 

As this chapter has shown, and as is demonstrated more clearly in the following 

chapter, not all of the actors introduced here were embedded equally deeply into 

global networks. Moreover, it was those more deeply embedded actors who came to 

assume dominance in the emerging field of the Internet (see following chapter).  

 

As mentioned above, this chapter did not set out to answer the question whether 

globalization strengthens or weakens the state (see, for instance, Guillen, 2001; 

Hobson & Ramesh, 2002; Holton, 1998; Meyer, 2000; O'Riain, 2000; Weiss, 2005). 

However, it is clear that the state played a central role, thus justifying the somewhat 
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Westphalian view adopted above. The arrival of the Internet to Israel was a 

subnational process (Sassen, 2007b), an event that occurred within the Israeli 

academia. As long as this was the case, attendant processes (such as receiving the .il 

suffix) took place relatively quickly. However, state involvement soon became 

unavoidable as the demand for connectivity outstripped MACHBA‘s ability or 

willingness to provide it. The diffusion of the Internet thus entered a bureaucratic 

temporal order (Sassen, 2000b) as government offices drew up licenses and contracts. 

This was partly necessitated by the state‘s ownership of Bezeq, the telecoms 

monopoly, which gave the state an economic interest in the development of the 

Internet.
67

 For all that it is perhaps the defining technology of the global era, then, the 

Internet is a fundamentally state-based technology. State involvement was essential in 

bringing the Internet out of the academy and into the private sector, including into 

people‘s homes.  

 

In sum, this chapter has shown, therefore, that while it is a global technology par 

excellence, the Internet was brought to Israel by people with weak transnational links; 

and while the Internet appears to be supranational, its institutionalization was heavily 

dependent on state-level machinations. This would seem to accord with Sites‘ notion 

that, 

[i]n certain national contexts […] it is more appropriate to conceptualize the 

state as highly enfolded within processes of globalization. […] the state 

continues to play a very significant, if underappreciated, role in the 

articulation of global linkages; […] this state influence over globalization 
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consists not in a coherent strategy of national response but in an ad hoc series 

of policy reactions (Sites, 2000, p. 130). 

 

In the following chapter I examine the state in greater detail, this time as the field of 

power in the emerging Internet provision industry in Israel of the early 1990s. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

THE INTERNET SERVICE PROVISION INDUSTRY IN ISRAEL 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter focuses on the emerging Internet Service Provision (ISP) industry in 

Israel in the early 1990s. Developing ideas presented in the previous chapter 

regarding global/local tensions in processes of globalization, and the role of the state 

in such processes, it deals with the formation of an Israeli ISP industry, which we 

could also call the commercialization of the Internet, referring to the fact that the 

Internet ceased to be a service provided for free by academic institutions for its 

members, becoming instead a commodity purchased from private enterprises (L. 

Press, 1994). Although the entrepreneurs and owners of ISP companies are at the 

heart of the analysis, the chapter also refers to the Ministry of Communications 

(MoC), Bezeq, and experts with no financial interest in the Internet, such as 

representatives of MACHBA (the Inter-University Computing Center). 

 

The chapter has the following structure: it starts by asking how to conceptualize the 

relationships between the various individuals involved, exploring the literature on 

epistemic and other types of communities (Haas, 1989, 1992; Ruggie, 1975; Zald, 

1995). Concluding that the actors under study do not constitute any kind of 

community, I turn instead to Bourdieu, and conduct a field analysis of the industry 

(Bourdieu, 1977, 1989, 1990b, 1993a). I argue that this is theoretically appropriate 

because the positions of the actors in relation to one another appear more important 

than the relationships between one another (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Indeed, 
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what is striking is how few interactions there were between a relatively small group of 

people doing very similar things in such a small country as Israel. Drawing on 

examples of a blatant and somewhat surprising inability for cooperation between 

ISPs, I suggest that this in itself is a finding that requires explanation. The explanation 

lies in the extreme competitiveness of the field, itself an outcome of changes that are 

more fully described later on in the chapter. 

 

The field that emerges is comprised of three groups of Internet Service Provision 

companies—which I term small, medium-sized, and large—Bezeq, the monopolistic 

telecoms incumbent, and the Ministry of Communications, representing here the state, 

or the field of power. As explained in the Ministry‘s web site: 

The Ministry of Communications encompasses a wide and diversified range of 

activities. Its responsibilities include: formulating telecommunications 

regulation and policy, developing telecommunications infrastructures, 

supervising Bezeq and other telecommunications service providers, 

supervising the Postal Authority, setting and auditing postal and 

communications tariffs, managing the electromagnetic spectrum, regulating 

and supervising cable television services and tariffs, and approving usage of 

telecommunications equipment in Israel.
68

 

 

Of particular interest in the current regard is the fact that the MoC is the government 

body responsible for the telephone systems—both local and international—upon 
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 Ministry of Communications – Overview, http://www.moc.gov.il/new/english/index.html, accessed 

24/5/2007. 
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which the Internet is based. As such, it was under the auspices of the MoC that the 

ISP field analyzed here was created and institutionalized. 

 

This chapter, then, presents an analysis of the relations between the various members 

of the field, and in particular the relations between the ISPs and the MoC. More 

specifically, I found three distinct sets of attitudes to the MoC and Bezeq—

indifference, indignation, and acceptance—which characterized the founders of small, 

medium-sized, and large ISPs respectively. I argue that these sets of attitudes are 

explicable in terms of actors‘ location in the field and their habitus. In particular, I 

focus on the attitudes of the medium-sized ISPs and ask why they felt so indignant. 

Understanding indignation as the feeling of righteous anger when one has been 

wronged, there are two aspects of the explanation I present. The first is to do with the 

changing shape of the field and the entrance of big business, which I relate to the 

liberalization of the Israeli political economy, and especially the de-monopolization of 

Bezeq, both in the market for internal phone calls, and more notably regarding 

overseas telephony. These changes to the field left the medium-sized ISPs with 

companies that were becoming less economically viable and without the means to 

resist those changes. The second aspect of my explanation of their indignation refers 

to a set of normative beliefs by which the medium-sized ISP owners interpreted 

changes to the field. 

 

As mentioned above, this chapter supplements the discussion of globalization initiated 

in the previous chapter. There I showed how a process of globalization was launched 

by people with relatively weak transnational ties, and how the state played a key role 

in the institutionalization of the Internet in the Israeli context. In this chapter I show 
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how the companies that succeeded in the emerging Israeli ISP industry were those 

with the deepest global ties. These ties may have been expressed in the social capital 

of their owners, CEOs, and senior staff, or in the sources of the companies‘ original 

investments and financial backing. However, the anger of the medium-sized ISPs was 

not that of the local rising up against the global, but rather of a competing vision of 

the global.  

 

4.2 THE EMERGING ISP INDUSTRY: WHAT KIND OF COMMUNITY? 

In the early 1990s an ISP industry was taking shape in Israel. As explained in the 

previous chapter, in 1991 the MoC asked MACHBA to effectively become a nation-

wide commercial ISP, something which MACHBA had no interest in becoming. 

Indeed, Hank Nussbacher saw the involvement of business in the Internet as polluting 

what he saw as an academic network. Instead, commercial companies were licensed 

to connect firms conducting R&D, and educational and cultural institutions to the 

Internet, with government permission. In 1994 licenses were issued to ISPs to provide 

full commercial Internet services to all comers, including private individual 

customers, who until then had no access to the network. This, then, was a pioneering 

time. New companies were being set up providing services that had never before been 

offered in Israel. Many interviewees talked of a feeling of being involved in 

something new and exciting, in a way that suggested the excitement of the original 

ARPANET developers in the United States some twenty and thirty years previously. 

Those pioneers in America clearly comprised some kind of community. This is most 

certainly true for the group of computer scientists working on the initial problem of 

how to get computers to communicate with one another, as colorfully described by 
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Hafner and Lyon in their book on the origins of the Internet (Hafner & Lyon, 1996). 

Over and above the fact that those men were working together in the same physical 

space, they are described, perhaps somewhat romantically (see the critique in 

Rosenzweig, 1998), as cooperating on the solution of a problem, bouncing ideas off 

one another as they strived to reach their collective goal.  

 

But what about those people providing Internet services for the first time in Israel? 

Even though they were not developing the technologies of the Internet, but rather 

selling them on to the public, can they be characterized as a community? And if so, 

what kind of community? If they cannot, however, then how should we understand 

their relations with one another and the institutions with which they came into 

contact? 

 

There are a number of quite good a priori reasons for expecting to find some kind of 

community among the founders and owners of Israel‘s first ISPs.  

1. They were ―in it together‖ in several significant ways: firstly, they were the 

first people bringing the Internet to the public at large, and not only to 

academic staff and university students; secondly, they all had to deal with the 

Ministry of Communications in order to receive and renew their licenses, 

which at best was a complicated bureaucratic process, and at worst 

experienced as over-regulation by the state and as requiring them to pass on 

their business plans to a governmental body with extremely close ties with 

Bezeq, itself a potential competitor;
69

 and thirdly, as I shall show later, one of 
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 The forms that ISPs were required to complete in order to ask for a license or renew an existing 

license included demands for information on the ISP‘s business plans for the next five years. The ISPs 
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the things that united ISP owners was a wary suspicion of Bezeq, and 

particularly of the possibility that it might become an ISP itself. 

2. Israel is a small country about which it is said that everyone knows everyone. 

Also, because it is physically small, it is relatively easy to convene meetings 

of people based in different areas of the country. In such an environment it 

would be quite reasonable to expect a community of ISP owners to develop. 

Indeed, in interview, most of the ISP owners I spoke to said that they knew 

the others. However, as we shall see, they did not know each other very well 

and hardly ever used their acquaintances for professional benefit. 

3. Commercial Internet provision involved a set of technologies and equipment 

new to Israel. Perhaps a degree of sharing of knowledge—either formally or 

informally—could be expected, even in a competitive environment. 

4. The ISP owners I spoke to shared some significant similarities in their 

backgrounds, particularly a long-term and deep relationship with computers. 

One of them came to the industry from a completely unrelated field, but 

otherwise they were people who came to the ISP industry from a strong 

computing background, in many cases going back to when they were 

teenagers at school. In other words, for these people, computers were more 

than merely a way to make money. Rather, they were more akin to an 

extremely time-consuming hobby. In addition, and as I shall discuss in the 

following chapter, they shared similar views on the social potentials of the 

Internet.  

                                                                                                                                            
were far from happy about having to provide this kind of information to the MoC when they saw that 

body as having quite intimate relations with Bezeq.  
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5. At least in relation to the early stages of the commercialization of the Internet 

in Israel, one might reasonably postulate a win-win situation. In other words, 

one might expect a situation whereby the owners of the ISPs would work 

together to promote the Internet to the Israeli public, while leaving the 

question of which ISP the public will choose as almost secondary, assuming 

that if they work together to raise awareness of the Internet there will be more 

business for all of them. In other words, the founders of the ISPs certainly had 

a shared interest in the Internet‘s overall penetration; accordingly, it might be 

suggested that they would conjoin in some kind of a collective effort to 

increase it.  

6. Many countries have associations for ISPs. For instance, in Britain, the 

Internet Service Providers Association ―was established in 1995 and promotes 

competition, self-regulation and the development of the Internet industry‖;
70

 

France has its ―Association des Fournisseurs d‘Accèss et de Services 

Internet‖;
71

 and in the United States, the ISP-Planet website relates that 

―There are more than 50 professional Internet organizations in the United 

States alone‖.
72

 Given the proliferation of such associations around the 

world,
73

 it would seem quite reasonable to expect to find a community of 

Internet providers in Israel. 

                                                 
70

 http://www.ispa.org.uk/, accessed 14/6/2007. 

71
 http://www.afa-france.com/, accessed 14/6/2007. 

72
 http://www.isp-planet.com/business/associations/index.html, accessed 14/6/2007. 

73
 Searching for ―associations of ISPs‖ in Google (results at: 

http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=association+of+isps, accessed 14/6/2007), one receives links 

to the sites of no less than 9 national ISP associations in the first 30 results, as well as links to state-

level associations in the United States. 

http://www.ispa.org.uk/
http://www.afa-france.com/
http://www.isp-planet.com/business/associations/index.html
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=association+of+isps
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7. Many industries and sectors have some kind of community with formal 

institutions linking members: for instance, in Israel there is a Forum of 

Cellular Companies that represents the mobile phone companies on issues 

such as antenna radiation and other matters of joint concern to companies that 

otherwise find themselves in harsh competition with one another. Indeed, the 

Israel Science and Technology Homepage lists nearly 40 forums, 

associations, and institutions in its technology sub-section.
74

 Why, then, 

should there not be a forum for ISPs?  

 

In short, there are good a priori reasons to expect to find a community of ISP owners 

in Israel in the early 1990s. However, for reasons that I shall outline, no such 

community came into being. The primary reason for this would seem to be the intense 

competition between the ISPs from the very beginnings of the industry in Israel—this 

is the reason stated by my interviewees. The profit an ISP could make on each 

individual subscriber was very small, and so the ISPs needed as many customers as 

possible just to break even. It would seem that such a high degree of competitiveness 

was an obstacle to the formation of a community. Secondly, the founders of Israel‘s 

first ISPs acquired their knowledge from forums and trade journals based in the 

United States; they had no need to ask one another technical questions, as the 

information was available online from a range of sources.  

 

Indeed, when I asked owners of ISPs if they had been part of a community of ISP 

owners around the world, they said that they had not. They did not travel overseas to 

conferences for ISPs, for instance. Their contact with other ISP owners abroad was 
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 See http://www.science.co.il/Technology-Associations.asp (accessed 21/5/2007). 

http://www.science.co.il/Technology-Associations.asp
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via online forums and was conducted on an ad hoc basis. They were working very 

much independently. Hank Nussbacher strengthened this impression in interview by 

noting that Israeli ISP owners took very little interest in Internet security issues (a 

subject on which Nussbacher now consults); they did not join the relevant forums and 

committees. For instance, of all the Israeli ISPs, only NetVision delegated people to 

participate in the Network Service Provider Security forum, but even they were 

ejected from it after failing to respond to security requests in a timely manner. In other 

words, there was an insularity among ISP owners that went beyond a failure to form a 

community in Israel because of the competition between them. Nussbacher 

unequivocally puts this down to a concern with the bottom line: because participation 

in international committees and conventions does not generate revenue, the ISPs do 

not bother with it. Nussbacher said that the Israeli ISPs have a ―very limited 

viewpoint and it has a lot to do with revenue. In other words, does what I‘m doing 

bring in revenue? The Israeli companies look solely at the bottom line.‖ 

 

One ISP owner, however, told me that he had convened the ISPs a few times, but with 

little success: 

[I wanted] to try and set up an association of ISPs, so that we could initiate 

activities against the MoC and Bezeq […] but because of the competition 

between us we didn‘t succeed in setting up an association and we are suffering 

and paying the price to this very day. 

  

One particular episode highlights the high degrees of mistrust and antagonism among 

Israeli ISPs. As the Internet was commercialized in countries around the world, it was 

common for a Commercial Internet Exchange (CIX) to be set up. The idea behind 
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setting up a CIX is simple, and I shall use the Israeli case to explain it: part of the 

commercialization of the Internet in Israel required that MACHBA not be used as a 

conduit for international Internet traffic in and out of Israel; it had to be entirely cut 

out of the commercial loop, as it were. However, without a central hub in Israel to 

which all Israeli ISPs could connect, an email sent from a customer of one Israeli ISP 

to a customer of another Israeli ISP would have to take a long route outside Israel, 

probably through the US, before reaching the other, Israeli, ISP. The same would be 

true of a surfer who was trying to surf to an Israeli site hosted by anyone other than 

his own ISP. In other words, because there was no central meeting point for Israeli 

ISPs, all traffic between them flowed out of the country, normally to the United 

States, before flowing back in again. Generally speaking, ISPs have an economic 

interest in keeping overseas data transfer to a minimum—after all, they are paying for 

it. Accordingly, when it became clear that MACHBA was going to disconnect all 

commercial entities from its network, the idea of founding an Israeli Commercial 

Internet Exchange was floated by ISOC, the Israel Internet Association. This CIX 

would connect Israel‘s ISPs, ensuring that intra-Israeli Internet traffic would stay 

within Israel, and would not take up expensive international bandwidth (see Figure 1: 

the dashed lines show a route taken by data between two Israeli ISPs when there is no 

Internet Exchange; the solid lines show the route taken via an Internet Exchange; in 

the former instance, the data travels to the United States and back to Israel, while in 

the second instance the data stays in Israel, thus saving money on the cost of overseas 

bandwidth). 
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FIGURE 5 - A CIX SAVES ON OVERSEAS BANDWIDTH 

 

In what would appear to be a very rare occurrence, the owners of Israel‘s ISPs were 

convened in a meeting to discuss the practicalities of setting up an Internet exchange, 

the importance of which was not lost on any of them. This meeting was described to 

me by a number of interviewees, all of whom agreed that it was a failure, with some 

interviewees portraying more colorfully than others the way in which the meeting 

degenerated into a shouting match. While all parties agreed on the need for a CIX, 

none of them was prepared that the equipment should be physically set up on the 

premises of one of its competitors, as they were suspicious of the use that might be 

made of the information that the proposed CIX would generate. In the light of this 

disagreement, Doron Shikmoni,
75

 representing ISOC, suggested that ISOC take 

charge of setting up the exchange, a compromise that was deemed acceptable to the 

ISPs. Rather than a Commercial Internet Exchange, then, maintained by the 
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 Doron Shikmoni was described by Ido Amin, an Internet correspondent for the Haaretz newspaper, 

as ―an Internet ‗guru‘ from the founding generation of the Internet in Israel‖ (Amin, 1998). 
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community of ISPs, Israel has what is known as the Israeli Internet Exchange (IIX), 

the upkeep of which is the responsibility of the Israel Internet Association.
76

 This 

episode, embodying the complete failure of Israeli ISPs to come to an agreement of 

mutual interest to them all, would seem to be representative of the kind of relations 

that existed between the ISP owners in the early 1990s. 

 

However, this does not mean that there was no contact whatsoever between the ISPs. 

As mentioned above, when it came to resisting Bezeq‘s attempts to become an ISP 

itself, the ISP owners were able to act concertedly. This was the case with the 135 

service offered by Bezeq. This service was one that enabled anyone with a computer 

and a modem to connect to the Internet without buying a connection package from 

one of the ISPs. Instead, one simply had to dial 135. According to the ISPs, the 

problem with this was twofold: firstly, Bezeq owned the Internet infrastructure, and 

charged other ISPs to use it—the 135 service would mean it was competing with 

those ISPs; secondly, the provision of Internet access was not within Bezeq‘s license. 

So, four ISPs appealed to the Minister of Communications in May 1996 to stop Bezeq 

from implementing the service. However, their appeal was unsuccessful, and the 

service went live in November 1996. This struggle was supported by technology 

correspondents in the daily press, with one writing that Bezeq was behaving like a 

―violent monopoly‖ (Blizovsky, 1996). This struggle rumbled on for a number of 

years (see, for instance, Landau, 1998), but the service was still in place as late as 

September 2000, with Israel the only country with billing solely for usage, without a 
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 The website of the IIX can be found at http://www.isoc.org.il/fs_isoc_2x.html (accessed 10/8/2006). 

http://www.isoc.org.il/fs_isoc_2x.html
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service package (Ashkenazy, 2000).
77

 This, then, is an example of cooperation on the 

part of the ISPs, though even here we must limit its extent: after all, the ISPs merely 

hired a lawyer to represent them, without that requiring any real, active cooperation 

on their part. Also, the sole motivation behind this cooperation was financial, and by 

hiring a lawyer together they were spreading the cost of their challenge to Bezeq. 

Moreover, they perceived the cost of failing in this endeavor to be the end of their 

businesses, a view widely shared by other ISP owners, all of whom were extremely 

anxious that Bezeq, who owned the country‘s telecommunications infrastructure, 

should not become an ISP itself.  

 

At the level of collective work towards a shared goal, then, or of ―holding of certain 

attitudes and interests in common‖,
78

 the founders of Israel‘s first ISPs cannot be said 

to have constituted a community. When discussing how best to establish a 

Commercial Internet Exchange—something which would have been of financial 

value to all of them—they could not overcome their mutual suspicion. They barely 

knew each other in the context of their work, and certainly had no contact beyond that 

context.  

 

Perhaps, though, the early ISP industry in Israel could be characterized as an 

―epistemic community‖, or a ―community of practice‖. The concept of an epistemic 

community originated in the literature on the sociology of knowledge (Ruggie, 1975), 

                                                 
77

 Today, however, the Israeli surfer using the 135 service is offered a list of ISPs to choose from 

before he actually starts surfing. 

78
 One of the definitions of ―community‖ in The Compact Oxford English Dictionary, 

http://www.askoxford.com/concise_oed/community?view=uk (accessed 21/5/2007). 

http://www.askoxford.com/concise_oed/community?view=uk
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and was applied to academics (Zald, 1995) before taking on its most common usage 

nowadays as a community influencing policy (see especially Haas, 1989, 1992). In 

other words, it has two major applications: for some, an epistemic community is one 

with shared truth claims (Bergin, 2001; Holzner & Marx, 1979), while for others it is 

―a specific community of experts sharing a belief in a common set of cause-and-effect 

relationships as well as common values to which policies governing these 

relationships will be applied‖ (Haas, 1989, p. 384). On both of these dimensions it is 

hard to describe the ISP industry in Israel as forming an epistemic community. While 

the ISP owners are ―a network of professionals with recognized expertise and 

competence in a particular domain‖ (Haas, 1992, p. 3), and tend to ―share methods of 

work, tools and language; [and] to perform similar tasks in similar ways, with 

common standards,‖ (Van House, 2002, p. 111), the arguments and divisions between 

them show that they certainly do not share ―a common policy enterprise—that is, a set 

of common practices associated with a set of problems to which their professional 

competence is directed‖ (Haas, 1992, p. 3). Indeed, at the center of the schism 

between ISP owners stand contradictory views of exactly what policy the government 

should be adopting in their regard. According to Haas, ―members of epistemic 

communities not only hold in common a set of principled and causal beliefs but also 

have shared notions of validity and a shared policy enterprise. Their authoritative 

claim to policy-relevant knowledge in a particular domain is based on their 

recognized expertise within that domain‖ (Haas, 1992, p. 16). I shall show that ISP 

owners in Israel held very different principled and causal beliefs concerning the 

development of their industry. Moreover, to a large extent the early Israeli ISP 

industry was precisely characterized by struggles over what was to be recognized as 

expertise, and whose expertise would be recognized by whom.  
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A similar concept to that of an epistemic community is that of a community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998): ―Membership in a community of practice […] impl[ies] 

similarities of practice and shared understandings and meaning that […] help us to 

identify people whom we can probably trust‖ (Van House, 2002, p. 106). From what 

was said above about the failed efforts to set up a Commercial Internet Exchange in 

Israel, it is clear that trust was a scarce commodity among the founders of Israel‘s first 

ISPs. Also, given the different perceptions of what was going on at the time, as I shall 

present below, the fact that the ISPs were all involved in providing Internet services 

does not constitute grounds for saying that they made up a community of practice.  

 

In sum, if ―communities of practice and epistemic cultures shape the understandings 

and identities of participants‖ (Van House, 2002, p. 111), then the members of the ISP 

industry in Israel in the early- to mid-1990s cannot be said to have populated the same 

communities of practice and epistemic cultures. We need to turn to another theory in 

order to conceptualize the relations between members of the ISP industry and other 

relevant organizations.  

 

4.3 A BOURDIEUAN ANALYSIS OF THE ISP FIELD 

As should by now be clear from the reasons for rejecting the concept of ―epistemic 

community‖ that I just provided above, I would like to suggest that Bourdieu‘s theory 

of fields offers a rich vein to be mined in this regard. Bourdieu‘s theory of fields is an 

attempt to find a middle path through Durkheimian and Marxist objectivism on the 

one hand and ethnomethodological subjectivism on the other (see especially, 
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Bourdieu, 1989). This method he calls constructivist structuralism or structuralist 

constructivism. In the method‘s objectivist moment, the social scientist constructs 

objective structures with no reference to agents‘ subjective representations of them, 

what Bourdieu calls a ―social topology‖; and in the method‘s subjectivist moment, the 

social scientist introduces representations in order to understand struggles over the 

preservation and transformation of the objective structures. In what follows, I also 

offer an objectivist moment by describing the structure of the field, and a subjectivist 

moment by analyzing actors‘ perceptions of that field. 

 

I find Bourdieu‘s theory useful in understanding the emergence of the commercial ISP 

industry for a number of reasons. Firstly, as we have seen, the owners of the ISPs 

were not in close personal contact, even though they certainly had opportunities for 

that. This suggests that Bourdieu‘s relational view of reality might be aptly applied 

here:  

To think in terms of field is to think relationally […] what exist in the social 

world are relations—not interactions between agents or intersubjective ties 

between individuals, but objective relations (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 

96-97).  

 

Secondly, a field can be defined as ―a series of institutions, rules, rituals, conventions, 

categories, designations, appointments and titles which constitute an objective 

hierarchy, and which produce and authorize certain discourses and activities. But it is 

also constituted by, or out of, the conflict which is involved when groups or 

individuals attempt to determine what constitutes capital within that field, and how 

that capital is to be distributed‖ (Webb, Schirato, & Danaher, 2002, pp. 43-44). That 
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is, the conflictual nature of the relations between the actors under discussion also 

suggests a Bourdiean analysis, and in particular, the struggles between them over the 

definition of the capital that is to prevail in the field. In what follows I pay particular 

attention to the constitution of the field, to the formation of a new set of hierarchies, 

institutions, and rules. Of course, this field must be located in relation to other fields, 

particularly the field of power; I shall show how this relation shaped the trajectory of 

the actors in the field.  

 

Bourdieu often talks about action in a field as a game; indeed, this is one of his 

favored analogies. By entering a field, he says, one is recognizing the ―tacit rules of 

the game and the prerequisites of the reproduction of the game and its stakes‖ 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 99). More explicitly, 

the value of a species of capital (e.g., knowledge of Greek or of integral 

calculus) hinges on the existence of a game, of a field in which this 

competency can be employed: a species of capital is what is efficacious in a 

given field, both as a weapon and as a stake of struggle, that which allows its 

possessors to wield a power, an influence, and thus to exist, in the field under 

consideration, instead of being considered a negligible quantity. In empirical 

work, it is one and the same thing to determine what the field is, where its 

limits lie, etc., and to determine what species of capital are active in it, within 

what limits, and so on (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 98-99). 

 

Accordingly, in the case before us, while certain stakes of the game are clear (market 

share in the emerging ISP industry), it is the rules of the game that are most clearly up 

for grabs: how will the new industry look? Which ―species of capital‖ will be 
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dominant? By the time I conducted the interviews for this study, the rules of the game 

had more or less been settled and institutionalized in favor of the bearers of global 

social and economic capital. This requires us to ask: how did this state of affairs come 

about? What characteristics external to the field influenced its eventual shape?  

 

By starting my analysis of it from its very origins, the case of the emerging Israeli ISP 

industry provides an opportunity to watch a struggle over the definition of the rules of 

a new game, including struggles over the type of habitus that is to characterize the 

emerging field.  

 

In the most programmatic exposition of his theory of fields (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992), Bourdieu outlines the three stages that are necessary in analyzing a field: 

(1) Analysis of the field vis-à-vis the field of power. In this instance this requires 

accurately positioning the Ministry of Communications in the field and 

elucidating the decisions made by senior officials there. This also implies 

appreciating the broader context of the specific field under study.  

(2) The researcher must also ―map out the objective structure of the relations 

between the positions occupied by the agents or institutions who compete for 

the legitimate form of specific authority of which this field is the site‖ 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105). In other words, who is closer to the 

center of power? Which alliances are forged? How is the internal hierarchy of 

the field populated? 

(3) Thirdly, the researcher must ―analyze the habitus of agents, the different 

systems of dispositions they have acquired by internalizing a determinate type 

of social and economic condition, and which find in a definite trajectory 
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within the field under consideration a more or less favorable opportunity to 

become actualized‖ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105). In the field under 

study I find that the possession of what I call a global habitus is what enables 

agents to prosper, and can be seen to characterize the individuals associated 

with the large ISPs. Interestingly, it is not as if the owners of the medium-

sized ISPs—those who express fierce indignation over their inferior location 

in the field—lack a global outlook altogether. However, as I shall explain 

below, theirs is the ―wrong‖ kind of global outlook given the structure that 

eventually comes to define the field. 

 

Having outlined Bourdieu‘s theory of fields and introduced some of its most 

important concepts, I now turn to an implementation of this method in relation to the 

field of Internet service provision in mid-90s Israel. 

 

4.3.1 THREE OBSERVATIONS OF THE FIELD 

I begin my analysis of the emerging field of Internet provision with three somewhat 

schematic observations of the field. These observations form the basis for my 

subsequent analysis. Firstly, in interview, ISP owners talked differently about the 

emerging ISP industry in ways that I argue reflect their position in the field circa 1995 

(see Figure 6).  
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In the first interviews I conducted, comments made about the relationships between 

the ISPs, the Ministry of Communications, and Bezeq arose spontaneously. In later 

interviews, when I initiated a discussion of those relationships, interviewees always 

had plenty to say on the matter. This trinity was also noted by Ein-Dor et al. in their 

report on the diffusion of the Internet in Israel (Ein-Dor et al., 1999).  

Unsurprisingly, those highest up in the hierarchy were clearly pleased with how the 

industry had taken shape, while those lowest down, including people who were no 

longer players in the field, seemed to accept their lot with resignation, but not 

bitterness. Those located in between, however, expressed anger and indignation that 

the rules of the game had prevented them from becoming more significant agents in 

the field. I shall describe the respective sets of attitudes in more detail below, and 
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explain why they should be particular to each group in terms of the groups‘ location 

in the field and the habitus of the individuals populating them.  

 

Secondly, I note that of the four companies to receive limited ISP licenses in 1992 

(licenses which permitted them to connect R&D departments, and educational and 

cultural institutions after those had received governmental permission—see previous 

chapter), not one was among the three ISPs to be issued the first full commercial 

licenses in 1994. Actcom did receive a license very shortly afterwards, but, for 

reasons to be offered below, I find it significant that it was not in the very first wave 

of licensees. 

 

Thirdly, the shape of the ISP industry has changed over the years. It started out with 

quite a large number of small companies, but after a while reached a situation where 

three very large firms now dominate the market. This is a process that can be 

discerned from the late 1990s. For instance, according to a Gallup poll, while in 1997 

the three largest ISPs accounted for about 65% of private surfers, by 1999 that 

number had risen to 75% (Chametz & Gaoni, 1999).
79

 Of particular note is the fact 

that the firms that came to be dominant in the ISP industry have several other business 

interests, particularly in overseas telephony.
80

 Additionally, for reasons that I will 

expand upon below, it is noteworthy that they all have the backing of foreign 

investors. 

 

                                                 
79

 The three companies were NetVision, Internet Zahav, and Bezeqnet. 

80
 Barak, Bezeq BenLeumi and Golden Lines all sell overseas telephone calls. 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

  132 

The reasons for this change in the ISP market are to do with the processes of 

globalization and economic liberalization that Israel went through during the 1990s, 

and will be explored in more detail below. It is in this regard that we shall examine 

the relationship of the field under study to the field of power, the first of Bourdieu‘s 

three necessary stages in analyzing a field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105).  

 

These three observations raise the questions of how to explain the different sets of 

attitudes among ISP owners, and how to account for the shifting shape of the ISP 

industry. In Bourdieu‘s terms, then, what follows is a ―history of their positions and 

the history of their dispositions‖ (Bourdieu, 1993a, p. 61).  

 

4.3.2 THREE SETS OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE MINISTRY OF 

COMMUNICATIONS AND BEZEQ 

 

As mentioned, a central feature of the ISP industry in Israel has been its relationship 

with the Ministry of Communications and Bezeq, the telecoms incumbent. This 

relationship has been changing, especially so since 1984 when Bezeq was 

corporatized (see Levi-Faur, 1998; Levi-Faur, 1999a, 1999b), but, as we shall see, not 

in ways that were to the satisfaction of all involved. I shall now outline the sets of 

attitudes that emerged during interviews with owners of ISPs. 

 

I interviewed 13 owners and senior employees (at the level of Vice-President) of ten 

different ISPs which were operational during the mid-1990s. This does not comprise 

all of the ISPs to have been given licenses, as a number of companies received a 
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license without ever making use of it,
81

 while others have since disappeared.
82

 

However, it does include all of the main actors between 1992 and 1996. The ISPs 

whose owners and employees I met can be roughly divided into three groups 

according to the size of the ISPs, as in Table 1 below. Table 1 also shows the 

dominant attitude among each category towards the activities of the MoC and Bezeq. 

I shall now present these attitudes, before deploying Bourdieu in an attempt to 

understand their origins and role in struggles over the definition of the emerging field 

of Internet service provision.  

                                                 
81

 Even today a number of bodies hold ISP licenses but do not provide services to the public. 

82
 Efforts to track down the founders of some ISPs were fruitless. 
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TABLE 2 - CATEGORIZING ISPS 

Category ISP  Attitude to MoC/Bezeq 

Small ISPs 

Canaan 

Indifference 

Kinneret 

Gezernet 

Lahavnet 

Medium ISPs 

Actcom 

Anger 

Aquanet 

Israsrv 

Shani 

Large ISPs 

Elronet 

Approval 

NetManage/NetVision83 

  

                                                 
83

 NetManage was set up as an ISP in 1994, and was one of the first ISPs to receive a license from the 

MoC, along with Elronet. In mid-1995, however, Elronet and NetManage merged to form NetVision. 

The two companies had strong informal connections before the merger: Uzia Galil, CEO of Elron, the 

concern that founded Elronet, is the father of Ruth Alon, founder and first CEO of NetVision. Like 

Elronet, NetManage had also been founded with the help of an investment from Elron. From interviews 

with a number of people associated with the companies, it seems that the merger was welcomed by all 

as a sensible step. From here on, when referring to NetVision, that also includes the time when it was 

actually known as NetManage. Hence, for the sake of convenience, I might say that NetVision was 

founded in 1994.  
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4.3.2.1 ATTITUDES AMONG THE SMALL ISPS 

When the Internet industry got underway in Israel, there were a number of small ISPs, 

the gradual disappearance of which will be discussed later on. These ISPs were very 

local businesses: Gezernet and Lahavnet, for instance, were kibbutz-based companies, 

run by kibbutz members as an offshoot of internal kibbutz organizations to provide 

their own communities with Internet connectivity cheaply. Rather than each kibbutz 

member buying a connectivity package from an ISP on his own, it made more sense 

for the kibbutz to buy a large-scale connectivity package and install the required 

hardware at the kibbutz switchboard. In the days when the Internet was accessed 

through regular phone lines and customers paid to use it by the minute this was an 

economically efficient way of providing connectivity to tens or hundreds of 

households at once. And because phone calls within the kibbutz tend to be free (after 

all, they are all connected to the same switchboard), this system meant that kibbutz 

members could surf for as long as they wanted for a flat fee, if the kibbutz charged a 

fee from its members at all. Kibbutz Gezer and Kibbutz Lahav are two examples of 

kibbutzim that set up such a system for the benefit of their members. Once their 

systems were up, though, representatives of neighboring kibbutzim or moshavim 

expressed an interest in hooking up, assuming that it would be easier and cheaper to 

buy Internet connectivity from a nearby community rather than set up their own 

systems. This turned what was at first a service for kibbutz members into a small 

business. In neither Kibbutz Gezer or Kibbutz Lahav had the kibbutzim been planning 

on setting up an ISP, only doing so as a result of requests from neighboring kibbutzim 

or moshavim, and at no point did they have more than a few hundred customers.  

 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

  136 

Meanwhile, two small companies operated in the north of Israel, Canaan and 

Kinneret, both operating from in and around the city of Tiberias. The relative 

advantage that these small companies enjoyed derived from their geographical 

peripherality: it must be remembered that the period of time being discussed here 

predates the introduction and widespread diffusion of broadband Internet, meaning 

that private customers all used dial-up technologies to get online. Dial-up connections 

are made by a phone call to one‘s ISP‘s nearest Point of Presence (or PoP), meaning 

that the cost of surfing was comprised of a payment to an ISP, and a further payment 

to Bezeq for the cost of the phone call. Therefore, for someone living in Tiberias or 

thereabouts, it would make financial sense to buy a connectivity package from a local 

ISP, as phone calls to the Internet would thus be considerably cheaper than making an 

inter-city call to Haifa or Tel Aviv.
84

 As explained to me by the founder and owner of 

Canaan, the small towns of Kiryat Shmoneh, Afula and Tsefat all lay in different 

dialing zones, despite sharing the 04 prefix. For a company like NetVision, the 

potential returns meant that it was scarcely worth establishing a PoP in Tsefat for a 

couple of hundred surfers, and this is what made it possible for a company like 

Canaan to exist. 

 

These companies were very small, with a handful of employees and a customer base 

measurable in terms of hundreds or a few thousands of customers. Their attitudes to 

the MoC and Bezeq were by and large benign, though it would be more accurate to 

distinguish the attitudes to those two key institutions—the MoC because it provided 

                                                 
84

 Over the next years, however, Bezeq would change its dialing codes, thus making it no more 

expensive for an inhabitant of Tiberias to call a PoP in Haifa (where NetVision is based) than Tiberias. 

One interviewee told me that the number of dialing areas was reduced from 30 to 5. 
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the license for being an ISP, and Bezeq because all Internet communications 

ultimately went through its infrastructure. 

 

The small companies were quite uninterested in the Ministry of Communications: for 

them it was a remote institution for whom they had to fill in forms once in a while, 

and they did not all need to do even this. Lahavnet, for instance, subcontracted 

bandwidth from a larger ISP, thus bypassing the need for an ISP license, because it 

was not establishing an overseas Internet connection of its own. When they did come 

into contact with the MoC, it was for bureaucratic purposes, which one interviewee 

described as something of a ―headache‖, but nothing more. In fact, he said, ―the guys 

there [at the MoC] were very nice‖. Indeed, when I asked what kind of a ―headache‖ 

the MoC gave him, he replied with rhetorical exaggeration: ―I had to fill in thousands 

of forms‖, before revising his statement and adjusting the tone of his comments: ―No, 

not thousands, but I had to send them reports‖. And recognizing that all ISPs were in 

the same boat, he added, ―I wasn‘t any different from the others‖. Insofar as no one 

enjoys filling in forms, such contact as there was between these small ISPs and the 

Ministry of Communications was bothersome for the former, but certainly no more 

than that. 

 

Bezeq, however, raised more complaints, which were based on the tardiness and 

inefficiency of their service. Indeed, one of the small ISP owners told me that ―Bezeq 

was the number one cause in unintentionally causing my company to fail‖. The main 

accusations made towards Bezeq—and these will be repeated among the larger 

ISPs—were that its services were very expensive—especially the cost of overseas 

connectivity—and that the service it provided was poor, with Bezeq taking a very 
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long time to install connection lines, make repairs, and so on. This is unequivocally 

attributed to Bezeq‘s being a monopoly in both overseas communications and in the 

local loop.
85

 ―In 1997,‖ said one interviewee, ―they just didn‘t care about anything‖. 

Another interviewee was less forceful in his words: ―Basically they [Bezeq] were OK, 

but also, with them, it was problematic, because they gave service until a certain time 

of day, and so if the frame-relay falls at another time of day, there‘s no one to talk to 

about it‖. And yet another simply said they were ―OK‖ without feeling the need to 

add anything more about them. In general, then, the small ISPs found Bezeq to be 

inefficient in the way that monopolistic state-owned companies can be; in this sense, 

they express the broader feeling about Bezeq that became prevalent in Israel during 

the 1980s, and which is described by Levi-Faur as ―a decline in public support for the 

state monopoly in the sector‖ (Levi-Faur, 1999a, p. 177). Even the interviewee with 

the most serious grievances regarding Bezeq was not tempted to blame them of 

conspiratorially trying to undermine his business, and the tone in which he related his 

comments to me was certainly not an indignant one, but rather characterized by 

resignation and a recognition that that is simply how things were. This resignation 

will be the focus of my analysis of the attitudes among the small ISPs below, as I shall 

argue that their marginal position in the ISP field made stronger resistance futile. 

 

4.3.2.2 ATTITUDES AMONG THE MEDIUM-SIZED ISPS 

The medium-sized ISPs were characterized by antagonistic attitudes towards the MoC 

and Bezeq, as they felt that certain decisions and modes of action had a very real and 

negative impact on their businesses. However, unlike representatives from ISPs 

smaller and larger than them, the interviewees in this category were much less willing 

                                                 
85

 Today there is competition in both of these sectors; see below. 
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to be understanding of behavior that they felt damaged them. While it would seem 

that the previous category of ISPs never wholeheartedly attempted to ―play the 

game‖, the ISPs in this category did try to compete, only to find, in their perception, 

that the rules were weighted against them. Of particular interest are the rhetoric and 

tone adopted: there was an indignation to many of the comments made, and the 

deployment of concepts such as fairness and rights. In particular, their comments 

reveal them to be proponents of liberalization, deregulation and privatization. I shall 

later argue that this is to do with the location of these ISPs in the field of Internet 

provision, such that a morally indignant discourse was their main resource. Indeed, 

one cannot ignore the fact that throughout the 1990s the MoC was making efforts at 

liberalization across the telecommunications sector; in other words, it was 

implementing the very policies that the medium-sized ISP owners were calling for, 

though perhaps not as fast as they would have liked. 

 

Interviews provided several examples of dissatisfaction on the part of the medium ISP 

founders. For instance, the decision in 1991 to connect organizations to the Internet 

for R&D purposes alone was criticized. One ISP owner found this hard to fathom, and 

even termed it ―censorship‖, using this term to refer to the fact that not every citizen 

was afforded equal access to information, or that certain routes for accessing 

information were blocked off to large numbers of people. ―There was censorship in 

Israel‖, he said, ―and I don‘t know why. It was an instruction from the Ministry of 

Communications‖. 

 

Although other sources told me that virtually all requests for connectivity were 

answered positively, this same ISP owner told me: 
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I remember there was this poet who said he wanted to do research on poetry. If 

you are a poet that‘s not good enough for your request so they don‘t let you. 

For him, this was wrong. He thought the state had no right to prevent people from 

accessing online information, and so saw the very existence of the committee for 

ratifying Internet connections as a blatant example of heavy-handed state centralism.  

 

This criticism was shared by other interviewees, as well as a number of journalists at 

the time, who complained of the delay in providing Internet to the wider public. One 

journalist, for instance, wrote that ―in recent years the information superhighways 

have also been reaching Israel, though for the time being they are slowly crawling 

here‖ (Beller, 1994). Complaints that Israel was at least two years behind America 

were commonly reported in the press (for example, Kaplan-Sommer, 1994), and 

conveyed to me in interview. Indeed, a report by a former president of the Israel 

Internet Association claimed that ―the damage resulting from slow Internet access and 

high prices is estimated at $61m‖ (Etzioni, 1999, p. 1). In short, the perception was 

that the government was imposing high regulation on entrance to the Internet even as 

Americans could freely access it. This was a situation that the some founders of ISPs 

found absurd.  

 

One ISP owner bore particularly strong grievances. At the end of an interview during 

which he gave extremely terse answers to my questions, and after the tape recorder 

had been switched off, he suddenly came to life and started telling me what he really 

thought, including quite harsh accusations of foul play on the part of the MoC and 

Bezeq. 
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While not explicitly accusing any institution of underhand behavior, another ISP 

owner expressed his criticism in quite colorful language. Referring to government 

policies, he said: 

It‘s very simple. Bezeq is allowed to sell Internet services [the 135 service 

discussed above], I‘m forbidden from selling telephony services. In every 

other country it‘s permitted, permitted. This is an undemocratic country here. 

Israel is an undemocratic country. Why? Because, what can you do, Bezeq 

belongs to the government, and the government defends itself in all sorts of 

ways.  

This interviewee acknowledged the need for some regulation (in ensuring that the 

equipment connected to Bezeq‘s infrastructure meets safety standards, for instance), 

but, when referring to the degree of central control that he perceived in the mid-1990s, 

said that Israel is ―the last communist country standing‖. He saw the MoC as 

providing Bezeq with unfair protection and preferential treatment, and argued that the 

rules were not applied equally to everyone; in particular, he felt it was unfair that he 

could not sell telephony services in competition with Bezeq, though he backed this up 

with the clearly false assertion that ―in every other country it‘s permitted‖. It may be 

that nowadays more and more countries are breaking the monopoly of a state-owned 

telecommunications company, but looking back to 1995, say, his argument is vastly 

overstated.  

  

A further interviewee also criticized what he saw as ―very high and bad‖ regulation on 

the part of the Ministry of Communications, or, as he corrected himself, ―very strong 

regulation in the wrong things, would be more accurate‖. He too agreed that there is 
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room for government involvement, but claimed that the MoC‘s involvement was of 

entirely the wrong kind: 

Question: So there is room for government involvement? 

Answer: There has to be, has to be regulation to prevent interference between 

providers. Government has to make sure that they don‘t damage one another. 

That‘s its role. It‘s a policeman, really. […] It‘s not [the government‘s] job to 

decide who will earn more money and who will earn less. But it is only 

concerned with that. […] The Ministry of Communications only deals with 

who will earn more money and who will be given more advantages and who 

will be given less, whom will it damage and whom will it help. 

 

In other words, the MoC is not seen as a detached and impartial regulator, but rather 

as a body that gives certain organizations unfair assistance while holding others back. 

The fourth ISP owner in this category also complained of ―very harsh regulation‖. 

None of the interviewees in this category softened such comments in the way we saw 

in the previous section, for instance by accepting that bureaucratic procedures take 

time, that a degree of bureaucracy is inevitable, especially when dealing with an 

entirely new technology, and that the rules applied to all of the ISPs equally. Notably, 

none of them fully accepted the need for regulation. 

 

As with the owners of smaller ISPs, here too complaints were made about the 

functioning of Bezeq, but in a slightly different way. In particular, an interpretation of 

the field shared by ISP owners in this category is that the MoC was merely a puppet 

in the hands of Bezeq, rather than it being the regulatory body that was meant to be 

supervising the telecoms incumbent. This is an interesting interpretation of the power 
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relations in the field of power, and quite possibly one that does not accurately reflect 

the objective relations between those two bodies. Indeed, the owners of the larger 

ISPs, and figures from within the MoC itself, spoke at length about the MoC‘s 

struggles against Bezeq, and in particular their efforts to resist Bezeq‘s strong desires 

to become a fully-fledged ISP in itself, a point to which I shall return.  

 

One example of harsh criticism of Bezeq was provided by an ISP owner who had 

started setting up hot-spots from which he was planning to sell wireless Internet. He 

reported that Bezeq was very concerned about this because it saw it as threatening its 

income at a time when Internet connections were made through the regular phone 

line: surfers using the Internet wirelessly would therefore not be using their phone 

lines to surf. A clause was found in the Telecommunications Law which stipulated 

that only Bezeq was permitted to provide wireless Internet connectivity, and so this 

particular project was brought to an end, thereby collapsing the ISP that had set it up. 

The ISP owner‘s interpretation is very clear:  

This whole outlook that I started, it looks like I started it several years too 

early, and it really annoyed Bezeq and it really annoyed the MoC. Back then, 

everything that Bezeq asked for [the Ministry] would do, and they finished us 

off. 

Indeed, Bezeq and the MoC are often seen as a unit, with the latter implementing 

policies that the former has requested or that somehow benefit it.  

 

As summed up by one owner: 
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To this very day Bezeq abuses us. […] Bezeq is a very problematic thing and 

we have all been fighting it. But we can‘t fight it, I‘m like a fly fighting an 

elephant. Can I fight? I can‘t. But that‘s just how it is. That‘s the situation. 

 

4.3.2.3 ATTITUDES AMONG THE LARGE ISPS 

I interviewed people from the large ISPs towards the end of my research in the field. 

By this stage of the research I knew that I would wish to discuss their attitudes 

towards and relationships with the Ministry of Communications and Bezeq, and I 

expected to hear from them similar stories to those related by the owners of smaller 

ISPs: namely, that the MoC was overly bureaucratic and slow, and subjugated to the 

will of Bezeq, which I expected to be described as an arrogant and domineering 

monopoly. However, this was in no way the case. Instead, while they expressed some 

frustration about the MoC‘s bureaucracy, they shrugged their shoulders and pointed 

out that every government has a bureaucracy, that there is nothing you can do about it, 

that it was not all that bad, and that the staff at the MoC were actually very well 

meaning. For instance, while owners of the medium-sized ISPs spoke angrily about 

the lack of knowledge about the emerging Internet in the MoC, interviewees from this 

category, while talking in quite a patronizing way, nonetheless seemed to take this 

lack of awareness more understandingly, adding that the MoC was keen to learn. 

 

Representatives from the large ISPs clearly differentiated between the MoC and 

Bezeq, resisting perceptions of the former as nothing more than an administrative 

wing of the latter. For instance, I asked a former VP of Business Development from 

NetVision, and one of its founders, how he would characterize relations with the 
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Ministry of Communications: ―Very good,‖ he replied, adding, ―honestly, about the 

government, I‘ve got no complaints about the government‖. 

 Question: Would you say there was over-regulation? 

Answer: You live in a country with heavy regulation. You could see them 

trying to do it gradually, to take down all those things. All in all, it took its 

own time. Don‘t forget that they were protecting… today, looking back with 

perspective, they had to protect Bezeq […] but all in all it worked fine. […] If 

someone tells you today that it was unfair […] then they should know their 

history a bit better. […] Now, Israeli customers, and Israeli providers who tell 

you that the MoC screwed them over […]. You always have to look at it in 

perspective, you don‘t live on your own in the world. You‘ve got Europe, 

you‘ve got Africa, the Far East, and regulation isn‘t something that collapses 

in ten minutes, so you have to compare what happens in the world, and then 

[compare it to here], I‘ve got no complaints. 

 

The first CEOs of Elronet and NetVision spoke similarly, pointing out that the 

Internet raised new legal issues that needed to be examined and properly processed. 

For instance, while some interviewees complained about the length of time it took for 

full ISP licenses to be issued, Abe Peled, CEO of Elronet, was much more 

understanding: it was not as if such a thing as an ISP license already existed; rather, it 

had to be written, a process in which Peled himself was involved, an important point 

to which I shall return later.  

 

Bezeq was more problematic in the eyes of these interviewees. One problem was the 

price it charged for international connectivity, obviously a crucial component in 
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connecting Israel to Internet servers overseas: until 1997 Bezeq had a monopoly on 

international telephony, and international communications were very expensive. 

Indeed, Bezeq used the profits from this side of its business to cross-subsidize the 

price of local phone calls. This was a source of ire for all ISPs, and was cited as a 

cause for the relatively high cost of Internet connections in the early years. In fact, 

when the Internet in Israel used to be very expensive, much of the cost lay in the 

prices paid by the ISPs for the use of Bezeq‘s infrastructure (Eilan, 1998). This, 

however, was a situation that changed in 1997 with the introduction of competition in 

the overseas telephony sector. 

 

The most problematic aspect of Bezeq‘s behavior for this category of ISPs, and 

indeed all of Israel‘s ISPs, was its desire to become an ISP itself. Ruth Alon, founder 

of NetVision, described this as a ―very scary‖ potential, and one that would have put 

the Internet in Israel back ―by a hundred years‖. Providing Internet access while 

enjoying monopolistic ownership of the infrastructure for the Internet was seen by all 

as a potentially disastrous eventuality. This view was shared by the Ministry of 

Communications, which repeatedly rebuffed attempts by Bezeq to become an ISP—a 

fact that the medium-sized ISPs were seemingly unaware of, or chose not to 

acknowledge. This was related to me by all of the interviewees from this category, as 

well as by two former Directors-General of the Ministry of Communications, Shlomo 

Waxe and Daniel Rosenne. For instance, Shlomo Waxe, Director-General of the MoC 

between 1993 and 1997, told me that he waged ―World War Three‖ with Bezeq so as 

not to let them become an ISP. He said: ―During my time at least, I can only talk 

about my time, Bezeq had no preferential position and no say in the issue of the 

Internet‖. Indeed, the owner of a medium-sized ISP also mentioned this—―Bezeq was 
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always trying to get in, but they didn‘t let it,‖ he said—but because this would seem to 

contradict his main view, namely that the MoC was working in Bezeq‘s favor all the 

time, this interviewee does not mention that the ―they‖ in his comment is the MoC, 

and nor does he make any more of the issue than that small sentence.  

 

In sum, we can characterize the attitudes towards the MoC and Bezeq according to 

three categories of ISP: the smallest ISPs expressed some frustration with those 

institutions, but in a way that lacked anger; they simply accepted that as the way 

things were. The medium-sized ISPs tended to lump the MoC and Bezeq together and 

saw them as putting sticks in the spokes of their businesses‘ wheels. The MoC was 

seen as an overweight bureaucracy protecting the interests of the monopolistic and 

inefficient telecoms incumbent. They saw the system as unfairly weighted against 

them. Finally, the two largest ISPs in the early to mid-1990s approached what they 

described as the failings of both institutions with understanding, showing particular 

awareness of the MoC‘s resistance to Bezeq‘s desires to become an ISP in itself. We 

now turn to an analysis of these sets of attitudes from a Bourdiean perspective. 

 

4.3.3 ANALYSIS: HOW TO INTERPRET THE ATTITUDES? 

In the following I shall interpret these sets of attitudes by attributing them to objective 

positions in the field, and the relation of the ISP field to the field of power. In this 

sense, I shall be engaging in genetic structuralism, defined by one critic as,  

the attempt to understand how ―objective‖, supra-individual social reality 

(cultural and institutional social structure) and the internalized ―subjective‖ 

mental worlds of individuals as cultural beings and social actors are 
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inextricably bound up together, each being a contributor to—and indeed an 

aspect of—the other (Jenkins, 1992, pp. 19-20).  

In addition, I shall argue that these attitudes are reflective of different habitus among 

ISP owners.  

 

4.3.3.1 THE SMALL ISPS: ACCEPTING THEIR LOT 

The attitudes of the small ISPs—which I have summed up as indifference to the 

Ministry of Communications and the regulatory regime—are the easiest to 

understand, and as such the least interesting. Moreover, their objective importance in 

the field is minimal. Therefore, I devote only a small section to them. 

 

Bourdieu wrote that ―at the very basis of my representation of action [is] the way in 

which dispositions are adjusted in accordance with one‘s position and expectations in 

accordance with opportunities‖ (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 10). And writing about 

Bourdieu, Webb et al. claimed that ―those with the least amount of capital tend to be 

less ambitious, and more ‗satisfied‘ with their lot; in Bourdieu‘s terms, ‗the subjective 

hope of profit tends to be adjusted to the objective probability of profit‘‖ (Bourdieu, 

2000, p. 216; cited in Webb et al., 2002, p. 23). These citations would seem to 

succinctly contain the attitudes of the small ISPs described above. Positioning 

themselves as very local businesses, they never imagined that they would become 

nationwide ISPs, providing Internet connectivity throughout the country; this is 

certainly the case with the kibbutz-based businesses, while the two companies in the 

north explained how their business plans relied on the singularities of the Israeli 

dialing system, and the fact that a phone call to the neighboring town could be 

charged as a long-distance call.  
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When they realized that their businesses were being threatened by the larger 

companies and by changes to the dialing system—which can be conceived as changes 

imposed by the field of power as part of the modernization and digitalization of the 

Israeli telecommunications network—they accepted this quite calmly. The owners of 

the two companies in the north of Israel shifted their companies‘ emphases somewhat: 

one now focuses on web design, having given up on Internet provision altogether; the 

other concentrates on providing Internet solutions to businesses, recognizing that he 

has no chance of gathering a customer base that would support his company as he 

originally established it. The people running the kibbutz-based companies were quite 

content to let their companies dwindle away and return to work they enjoyed 

somewhat more. For instance, one of the founders of Lahavnet spoke with 

considerably more enthusiasm at the end of our meeting about an innovation he was 

developing in the kibbutz-owned factory he worked in than he did about the Internet.  

 

More than lacking ambition, though, these people also lacked the required capital to 

truly succeed in the ISP industry. Firstly, they lacked financial capital, which severely 

restricted their ability to expand their enterprises. For instance, their marketing, when 

they did any, was minimal, primarily because they lacked the cash to make that kind 

of outlay. Secondly, and more importantly, they did not have the technological capital 

characteristic of the founders of the medium and large ISPs in the mid-1990s. The 

owners of the two ISP companies in the north of Israel were both in their early 

twenties when they set up their businesses, and had no experience of working in a hi-

tech environment. They had both been very involved with computers in their youth, 

which is what attracted them to set up ISPs, but they had not pursued their interest 
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through university studies, for instance. They were also extremely local in their 

orientation. As mentioned above, one of the companies was called Kinneret, reflecting 

the fact that it was based in Tiberias; and the second was called Canaan Glishot 

[surfing]. When I asked the founder about the name, he said:  

Answer: From the outset we didn‘t want to do another NetVision, Vision-net, 

Vision-Internet, all kinds of words from the United States. We stuck with 

Hebrew words. 

Question: Why? 

Answer: We thought it wasn‘t proper. 

Question: What wasn‘t proper? 

Answer: All that trend of American names, it didn‘t seem right, it seemed 

more logical that names should be Israeli, and that we should be proud of that. 

 

This is an extremely local orientation. Indeed, this interviewee sees himself as having 

a personal responsibility to protect the Hebrew language, and thus local Israeli 

culture, from the ravages of Americanization. His protest against the ―Englishization‖ 

of Hebrew (Dor, 2004) is similar to former President Ezer Weizman‘s famous 

outburst against ―the three Ms‖—Madonna, Michael Jackson and McDonald‘s—

following the death of a number of youths at a rock concert in Arad in 1995. It most 

certainly contrasts starkly with the global habitus exhibited by the owners of the 

larger ISPs, and particularly by the ISPs that today dominate the market in Israel. I 

shall reinforce this point when I come to discuss the large ISPs below. 

 

More than their local orientations, though, it would seem that the people behind the 

small ISPs were fully aware of the limited potential of their companies, both in terms 
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of their own capabilities as managers and the structural surroundings of their 

businesses, such as a kibbutz unprepared to funnel funds into such a project, or the 

structural changes to the dialing system, which pulled the rug from under the feet of 

companies which relied on the previously tiny dialing zones. Accordingly, they did 

not complain that the industry was over-regulated, or that Bezeq was being given 

unfair advantages.  

 

In his work, The Subtlety of Emotions, Aaron Ben-Ze‘ev offers another way to 

understand the mindset of the small ISP owners. Discussing envy, he says, ―[s]ince 

social comparison is chiefly limited to those similar to us, envy should be more 

typical of small subject-object gaps‖ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2000, p. 287). The small ISPs 

clearly recognize that there is a large ―subject-object‖ gap between them and the large 

ISPs (a recognition lacking among the medium-sized ISPs, as discussed below). Thus, 

the small ISPs are not envious of the big ones. They simply do not compare 

themselves with them. As I show below, this is the main difference between the small 

and medium ISP owners. 

 

4.3.3.2 THE LARGE ISPS: THE SUCCESS OF THE ―NEWCOMERS‖ 

Talking of the ―general laws of fields‖, Bourdieu says,  

we know that in every field we shall find a struggle, the specific forms of 

which have to be looked for each time, between the newcomer who tries to 

break through the entry barrier and the dominant agent who will try to […] 

keep out competition (Bourdieu, 1993b, p. 72).  
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This assertion would seem to be applicable to the case at hand. As mentioned in 

section 4.3.1 above, none of the four companies to be given provisional ISP licenses 

in 1992 was among the very first wave of three companies to be licensed in 1994. In 

other words, the companies that were given licenses in 1992 were unable to solidify 

their status in the field, and were ―overtaken‖ by new actors. What was it, then, about 

the newcomers to this emerging field that enabled them to receive the first licenses? 

And how did they go on to establish themselves as the major ISPs in Israel, at least at 

the early stages of the industry‘s existence. 

 

Abe Peled and Ruth Alon, who ran Elronet and NetVision respectively, were certainly 

newcomers. Abe Peled moved to Israel from the United States in 1993, as did Alon. 

Indeed, in interview she said that there was a lot she did not know about the early 

history of the Internet in Israel because she only arrived on the scene once the 

bureaucratic processes for licensing ISPs were already in motion. Nonetheless, 

NetManage was among the first companies to receive an ISP license, even though 

Alon herself had only been in the country for such a short time. How should we 

understand this? 

 

Firstly, this is a function of the newness of the field. Positions within it had not yet 

solidified and, apart from the state, in the form of the MoC, and, to an extent, Bezeq, 

there were no especially powerful institutions playing the game. Under such 

conditions it was possible for newcomers to stake a powerful claim to dominant 

positions. The ability of Peled and Alon to push to the front of the queue, as it were, is 

also related to their habitus and social capital. This is most clear with Peled. In 

interview he told me that when he arrived in Israel he telephoned Shlomo Waxe, then 
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Director General of the MoC, to set up a meeting to discuss the commercialization of 

the Internet in Israel. None of the other ISP founders did such a thing; indeed, it 

would hardly have crossed their minds to do so, mostly because they saw the MoC as 

a distant body, a foreign bureaucratic machine. Peled also told me that it was he who 

wrote to an acquaintance of his on the relevant Internet committee in the United States 

in order to get a letter giving Israel permission to allow the general public onto the 

network, and that he had even been involved in formulating the terms of the license 

that would shortly be issued to his company.
86

 It is hardly surprising, then, that he 

should have been among the first to receive a license from the government ministry 

that he had assisted and with which he had been in such close contact. 

 

Moreover, it can be argued that Waxe and Peled have much in common: it could be 

said that in some respects they have a shared habitus, thus positioning Peled in closer 

proximity to Waxe in the field than other ISP owners. First of all, they would seem to 

share similar positions in the class system: while I did not ask as to their incomes, a 

good indication of Waxe‘s standard of living can be gauged from the size of his 

property in a desirable suburban town, and the artwork that ornamented his house.
87

 

Moreover, Waxe was a career soldier, reaching high rank before retiring from the 

army, which is well known for its extremely generous pensions. Meanwhile, before 

running Elronet, Peled had been Vice-President of Systems and Software at the 

Research Division of IBM, and is currently CEO of a Murdoch-owned News Corp. 
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 A founder of one of the medium-sized ISPs claims that his early document for the regulation of 

Bulletin Boards actually served as the basis for the eventual ISP licenses.  
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subsidiary, NDS, positions that undoubtedly command high salaries.
88

 In addition, 

both men, who are about the same age, came to their new jobs (Waxe joined the MoC 

in 1993) from managing very large enterprises: Waxe had been Commander of the 

IDF Signals Corps, while Peled had headed research for IBM worldwide. Also, they 

were both from European families—Waxe‘s parents were holocaust survivors; while 

Peled lived in Romania from his birth until his family left for Israel when he was 13 

years old—a not insignificant factor in Israel, a country with marked ethnic divisions 

and cultural barriers (Ben-Porat, 1992b; Semyonov, 1988).  

 

With regard Ruth Alon, of most significance is her social capital, which derives from 

two main sources. Firstly, she arrived in Israel as the co-owner of a very successful 

Silicon Valley firm, NetManage, whose main achievement was in developing a 

version of the Internet protocols, TCP/IP, for Windows. This background in the 

American hi-tech industry was to prove crucial to the way she would run NetVision, 

as attested to by both Alon herself, and one of the first VPs of the company. In 

particular, she placed great importance on the value of good customer service, 

believing that potential clients would be prepared to pay a little bit more for excellent 

service. To this end she set up a 24/7 customer service call center at great expense. In 

interview she was quite clear that this emphasis on service was directly drawn from 

her time in the US, and that it was something she wanted to introduce into Israel.  

 

Secondly, and as mentioned, she was the daughter of Uzia Galil, one of Israel‘s most 

prominent hi-tech industrialists, an Israel Prize laureate, and, among a long list of 

achievements and positions, a former member of the NetManage Board of Directors. 
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 I interviewed Peled in the luxurious surroundings of the Royal Garden Hotel in Kensington, London. 
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The investment behind the establishment of NetManage as an ISP in Israel was, 

unsurprisingly, made by Elron, the company set up by Galil in 1962. Alon thus 

entered the field with experience in the computer industry from the United States and 

extremely useful business and family connections in Israel. These enabled her quickly 

to take up a dominant position in the emerging ISP field ahead of people who had 

been dealing with the Internet in Israel for much longer than her.  

 

In short, the newcomers had the requisite social capital to propel them to dominant 

positions in the emerging field. Peled and Galil had the social capital and habitus that 

brought them into close contact with figures from the field of power. Because their 

involvement (helping to write the text of the ISP licenses, for instance) brought them 

advantages (being issued with licenses before anyone else), it is natural that these 

people voiced the least criticism of the MoC. Also, they were able to see more closely 

the kind of structural and institutional limitations the MoC had to deal with, and their 

own experiences of managing large enterprises meant that they showed more 

understanding of them than other actors in the field, namely, the founders of the 

medium-sized ISPs, to whom we now turn. 

 

4.3.3.3 THE MEDIUM-SIZED ISPS: LEFT BEHIND IN A CHANGING 

FIELD 

Having discussed the indifference of the small ISPs and the approval of the large ones 

regarding the functioning of the MoC and, to a lesser extent, Bezeq, I turn now to the 

medium-sized ISPs, whose owners were the most critical of the field of power, 

drawing on a rhetoric of rights, equality, and democracy when making their 

arguments. Indeed, they were the most strident in expressing any kind of opinion. As 
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such, they comprise the most interesting of the three groups, and hence my analysis of 

it is longer than that of the other two.  

 

In this section, then, I wish to understand the positions taken up by this group of ISP 

owners. This involves several steps. The first is to accurately identify the emotions 

expressed by the interviewees. The next is to suggest a way of discussing them 

sociologically. While not proposing to offer here a lengthy exposition on the 

sociology of emotions (Barbalet, 2002a; Stets & Turner, 2006), a basic premise 

should be noted, namely, that ―particular structural configurations give rise to specific 

emotions‖ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2000, p. 287). That is, emotions and social structure are 

related. This leads me to inquire into the objective circumstances that gave rise to the 

set of emotions enunciated by my interviewees. In doing so, I draw upon their 

location in the ISP field, the relation of that field to the field of power, and to aspects 

of their habitus which I see as relevant, in particular the extent to which they display a 

global habitus.  

 

As mentioned above, the emotion most strongly expressed by the owners of the 

medium-sized ISPs was indignation. The emotion of indignation is a feeling of 

righteous anger; it is the anger one feels when one considers oneself to have been 

wronged. It is associated with other emotions such as envy and resentment, all of 

which were expressed by the owners of medium-sized ISPs whom I interviewed. 

Sociologists have approached the broader emotion of anger from a number of 

perspectives, all of which have in common a linkage between emotion and social 

structure. One approach sees anger as an emotion that, like others, is controlled and 

deployed in social circumstances (Hochschild, 1983; Sutton, 1991). However, this 
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would appear to be of limited use here, as I did not observe my interviewees 

interacting with other members of the field. While the interview situation is of course 

also a ―social circumstance‖, it is quite dissimilar to the examples of tax collectors 

and flight attendants described in the studies cited above. 

 

Another perspective linking anger to social structure has shown how it is correlated 

with perceptions of higher social status (Keating, 1985; Tiedens, 2001; Tiedens, 

Ellsworth, & Mesquita, 2000). Again, I am not interested in the expression of emotion 

by my interviewees when in the company of other people from the field and how their 

anger might improve others‘ perceptions of their status. Indeed, their indignation 

stems precisely because their status in the field is not what they wish it was.  

 

This leads us to a third approach to anger and indignation, one that focuses on its 

moral aspects. This is the approach most suitable for discussing the emotions 

expressed by the owners of the medium-sized ISPs whom I interviewed. Discussing 

the seminal work of Svend Ranulf, who formulated a theory linking disinterested 

criminal punishment with a certain class structure (Ranulf, 1964), Jack Barbalet 

highlights the affinity between the emotions expressed by certain of the interviewees 

for this study and morality: 

[E]nvy, jealousy and resentment all contain a clear moral or normative 

element, because these emotions all function in terms of a notion of a 

postulated desirable state of affairs or outcomes: my envy implies a feeling 

that I should have what is currently denied to me (Barbalet, 2002b, p. 287). 
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Similarly, Ben-Ze‘ev describes envy as being ―concerned with someone‘s undeserved 

good fortune‖ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2000, p. 283, emphasis in original). This of course begs the 

question as to how one judges what is deserved or undeserved. This is what Peter 

Lyman is referring to when he states that moral indignation is created by ―[d]etaching 

the self-righteousness of anger from the self and re-attaching it to a political 

ideology‖. That is, indignation is not merely anger, but rather anger that is backed up 

by certain moral principles. It stems from a reading of reality that is informed by a set 

of beliefs.  

 

What, then, was the reality in which the medium-sized ISP owners found themselves? 

And what was the political ideology that provided the lens through which they 

interpreted it? By answering these questions we shall explain their indignation and 

account for some important dynamics in the field. 

 

4.3.3.3.1 SHIFTING TYPES OF CAPITAL IN THE ISP FIELD 

As we know, a large part of the struggles in a given field are over which type of 

capital will be considered valid (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Actors with large 

amounts of a certain type of capital will try to ensure that possession of that capital is 

the deciding factor in the location of actors in the field. Actors with other types of 

capital will try and resist this, asserting the validity of the capital in which they are 

wealthy instead. This kind of struggle is clearly visible in the ISP field during its first 

few years; today, however, it would seem that this particular struggle has been settled, 

to the benefit of today‘s strongest actors.  
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More specifically, I contend that in the ISP field there has been a shift from the 

dominance of ―technological capital‖ to purely economic capital, and that this shift is 

the source of much of the bitterness now felt among medium-sized ISP owners 

towards the institutions that they perceive as being responsible for it. By 

―technological capital‖ I mean technological knowledge itself and the symbolic 

capital associated with it as a resource. The importance of technological capital in the 

early days of the Internet can be seen in the fact that the dominant actors were 

computing experts, and that all but one of the ISPs that I encountered were set up by 

people with a rich background in computer networking, bulletin boards, and so on. 

For instance, one medium-sized ISP founder brought knowledge and experience from 

the military, where he had served as an officer in the Communications Corps; another 

had worked in a university computing department prior to founding his company; 

another had jointly set up a large and successful network of computer stores. In other 

words, the dominant players were those with deep knowledge and experience of 

computers, which earned them recognition and enabled them to stake a claim in the 

field. Just as this had been the case with the invention of the Internet in the US, so it 

was also the case in the early days of the Internet in Israel. 

 

With time, however, this knowledge has become less and less valuable, especially 

because of the introduction of standardized broadband Internet connectivity 

technologies. One ISP owner put it like this: 

Not long ago, before the age of broadband, my knowledge had real value. 

What do I mean? Every ISP would buy its equipment and set up network 

technologies between his dialing areas. Today that doesn‘t exist any more. 

Today Bezeq controls the market with all sorts of monopolistic practices. One 
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of these is that actually there is no difference between the ISPs. What do I 

mean? You dial using ADSL to Bezeq […] All that I‘ve got with Bezeq is an 

optic cable that I am obligated, I mean legally obligated, to buy from them, 

and NetVision is just the same as me. There‘s no technical difference. I can‘t 

give you a different technical service even if I want to, even if you pay me 

more I won‘t give you better or worse service than NetVision. […] 

Regarding [my ISP company] I don‘t update myself technologically. There‘s 

nothing to be updated about. If Bezeq comes across ADSL they tell me about 

it officially, they take us to a conference and give us lectures about it, they tell 

us that this Cisco [router] is the right one […] Up until two or three years 

ago
89

 […] at least it was interesting. Technically, it was interesting. […] 

Today, for instance, if I want to connect to ADSL, Bezeq in advance imposes 

on me that I can only buy Cisco, and they even tell me which model I have to 

buy. I mean, I don‘t have any choice today and that‘s not democratic. Let‘s 

say there are better companies that compete with Cisco, let‘s say they are 

cheaper. But there‘s no point in even checking, it doesn‘t make any difference, 

they won‘t let me [use them]. You see? 

 

Hank Nussbacher described a similar process, ratifying the sentiments expressed by 

ISP owners:  

Back in the early days things were very new and you, when you put in new 

boxes and new equipment and new services you were testing the water, you 

were always leading edge and […] learning from others, communicating with 

others because you‘re doing things where no man has gone before, and you 
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need to consult with others who have possibly, you know might be one guy in 

South Africa and one guy in London who are doing something similar and you 

want to be in contact with them. Nowadays it‘s, the Internet‘s become more of 

a commodity, so therefore there‘s no, there‘s not much, you just, you know get 

another box, connect more lines, connect […] another ten thousand users, and 

off you go. There‘s not much thought put into it. A dumbing down of the 

entire process. 

 

The technological capital of the medium-sized ISP owners, then, seriously declined in 

value. Moreover, the contrast between actors rich in technological capital and the 

figures dominant in today‘s ISP industry in Israel is striking. For instance, Internet 

Gold represented the first major financial involvement in the Israeli Internet. If most 

ISPs had been set up with virtually no investor backing whatsoever, and if NetVision 

was remarkable at the time with an investment of around $3m from Elron, then we 

can appreciate the novelty of Internet Gold, which started providing Internet 

connectivity in 1997, by the size of its $10m initial investment. By means of 

comparison, let us note that Amir Plivatsky, founder and CEO of Actcom, had worked 

in the computing department of Haifa University; Meny Nachman, founder and CEO 

of Aquanet, had a long history of involvement in BBSs; Shmuel Kat set his ISP up 

after serving as an engineer in the Israeli army; and even the founders of the small 

ISPs in the north of Israel had been kids who spent much of their free time with 

computers. Let us compare these backgrounds with that of Eli Holtzman, co-founder 

and CEO of Internet Gold. This is how he is described on the Internet Gold website: 

Serving Internet Gold since 1992, Eli Holtzman co-founded Internet Gold and 

is its Chief Executive Officer. From 1988 to 1992, Mr. Holtzman provided 
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independent marketing consulting services to a number of enterprises. From 

1986 to 1988, Mr. Holtzman served as CEO of the Israeli franchisee of the 

U.S. fast-food chain Wendy‘s, and from 1984 to 1986, he was general 

manager of Arieli Advertising Ltd., a leading Israeli advertising company. In 

1977, Mr. Holtzman co-founded SuperPharm, Israel‘s largest pharmacy chain, 

and was its CEO until 1984. Mr. Holtzman holds a B.Sc. in chemistry and 

pharmaceuticals from Illinois University.
90

 

 

It is immediately obvious that Holtzman‘s credentials as the head of an ISP are 

entirely different to those of previous ISP owners. Holtzman is first and foremost a 

businessman, and not an engineer, like virtually all other ISP CEOs up until then. 

Moreover, he is a businessman with global ties (a degree from an American 

university, the Israeli franchisee of an American fast-food chain), also unlike most of 

the ISP owners in Israel at the time. In this context, then, he represents the shift from 

―technological capital‖ to global financial capital. Although Holtzman himself is not 

responsible for the devaluation of technological knowledge in the field, he does 

represent a change in it. This is not to say that today ISPs do not employ engineers: of 

course they do, but these engineers are not the entrepreneurs and CEOs. 

 

It would appear that Abe Peled and Ruth Alon, as the CEOs of Elronet and 

NetManage respectively, whose companies would quickly be merged to become 

NetVision, represent a half-way stage in this process. Both are technical people who 

came to their positions in Israel from many years of working the United States; 

indeed, Peled came from a very senior position in IBM. They were both connected to 
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Uzia Galil, one of Israel‘s foremost and longstanding technological entrepreneurs 

(Elronet was a daughter company of Elron; Alon is Galil‘s daughter). Alon founded 

NetVision on the basis of an extremely strong commitment to customer service, a 

value that she quite explicitly declares she brought with her from America, and a fact 

which she sees as lying at the root of NetVision‘s success. In other words, they would 

seem to lie between the owners of the small and medium-sized ISPs on the one hand, 

and Holtzman and others like him on the other. As the ISP field changed, Alon was 

able to stay at the center of it.
91

 Her counterparts at the smaller ISPs, however, were 

left behind. Their technological capital was losing its value, but they were unable to 

supplement it with any other kind of capital, particularly the global financial capital 

required to compete with companies that could afford to lose money on their 

customers. The fact that they were extremely able engineers became increasingly 

irrelevant.  

 

This, I maintain, is the source of the comments made by the ISP owner quoted at 

length above when accusing Bezeq of behaving monopolistically, and describing the 

imposition of a certain type of router as undemocratic. He and others in a similar 

position in the field have lost the game. Their technological knowledge can no longer 

give them any advantage: they cannot convert it into financial gain, as financial 

capital is no longer distributed in the field according to holdings in technological 

capital. Hence, all that is left to do is bemoan the situation and decry its rules—in this 

instance by terming them monopolistic and undemocratic. This, then, is a major part 

of the explanation for the critical comments made by the owners of the mid-sized 
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 Peled left Israel in 1995 after being headhunted by Rupert Murdoch to head one of his companies. It 

was an offer one does not refuse, said Peled in interview. 
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ISPs: they could see the dominant type of capital in the field changing in front of their 

eyes, and were powerless to halt that process. Bourdieu and Wacquant wrote:  

… at bottom, the value of a species of capital (e.g., knowledge of Greek or of 

integral calculus) hinges on the existence of a game, of a field in which this 

competency can be employed: a species of capital is what is efficacious in a 

given field, both as a weapon and as a stake of struggle, that which allows its 

possessors to wield a power, an influence, and thus to exist, in the field under 

consideration, instead of being considered a negligible quantity (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, pp. 98-99). 

 

Quite clearly, as the Internet in Israel underwent a process of commercialization, the 

dominant ―species of capital‖ in the field changed, and the value of the technological 

capital help by the early ISP founders became ―negligible‖. Bourdieu and Wacquant 

go on: 

… players can play to increase or to conserve their capital, their number of 

tokens, in conformity with the tacit rules of the game and the prerequisites of 

the reproduction of the game and its stakes; but they can also get in it to 

transform, partially or completely, the immanent rules of the game. They can, 

for instance, work to change the relative value of tokens of different colors, 

the exchange rate between various species of capital, through strategies aimed 

at discrediting the form of capital upon which the force of their opponents 

rests (e.g., economic capital) and to valorize the species of capital they 

preferentially posses (e.g., juridical capital). A good number of struggles 

within the field of power are of this type (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 

99-100). 
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By entering the field of Internet provision, Internet Gold, and later the international 

telephony companies, Barak and Bezeq International, changed the rules of game 

beyond the ―dumbing down‖ of the sector described above. One of the ways they did 

this was through a practice known as cross-subsidizing, namely, using the profits from 

one branch of the company to cover losses in another.
92

 Another was by embarking on 

extensive marketing campaigns, including television adverts, something which the 

small and medium-sized ISPs could never do, quite simply because they lacked the 

finances. Thirdly, they sold Internet connectivity packages at a loss, on the grounds 

that it was worth losing money today in order to gain customers for the future. Again, 

the smaller and medium-sized firms were simply unable to do this for the most 

rudimentary of cash flow reasons.  

 

So far, then, I have argued that the anger directed towards the MoC and Bezeq by the 

medium-sized ISP owners can be explained in terms of the decline in value of the 

capital in which they were richest—technological capital. In other words, the large 

                                                 
92

 Of particular importance was the decision made by the Ministry of Communications to break 

Bezeq‘s monopoly on overseas telephony in 1997. The main consequence of that decision was to 

immediately and drastically reduce the cost of communications with the United States. Private 

companies were permitted to buy bandwidth between Israel and the rest of the world, and it seemed 

logical to them to offer Internet services as well as overseas telephone services: after all, the 

technological infrastructure linking the international telephone companies to the United States, say, 

could just as easily transport packets of data as voice. In addition, because the international telephone 

companies were buying bandwidth for both phone calls and Internet traffic together, they could 

negotiate a better rate for the cost of that bandwidth, something that the medium-sized ISPs were 

unable to do, and not only because they were unlicensed to do so: they also lacked the financial 

resources. 
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holdings of financial capital of other actors were enabling the latter to undercut the 

significance of technological capital in the field. This in turn should be seen as the 

outcome of changes in the field of power, that is, the state, and in particular the trend 

towards liberalization and decentralization in telecommunications in Israel (Levi-

Faur, 1999a, 1999b), for it is this which encouraged and enabled large concerns to 

enter the ISP industry.  

 

4.3.3.3.2 LOCAL HABITUS, GLOBAL FIELD 

Another way to explain the position of the medium-sized ISPs is to suggest that their 

habitus was too local in a field that was rapidly becoming more and more subject to 

global powers; that they lacked the global orientation of later arrivals to the field. That 

is, the field was being changed by forces bigger than them, and they lacked the 

requisite habitus to sustain their position in it. I have already cited the CV of the CEO 

of Internet Gold and Ruth Alon‘s emphasis on American-style service as examples of 

the global orientations of the large companies. Perhaps the owners of the medium-

sized ISPs lacked a sufficiently global outlook in order to successfully play the game 

in the ISP field. As I shall explain, the ISP field began to be populated by large 

economic concerns backed by money from overseas and by members of Israel‘s 

economic elite. The senior managers in these companies were people with global 

business ties and experience (such as Holtzman at Internet Zahav). In this context, the 

owners of the mid-size ISPs were simply left behind: as explained above, their 

technological capital became worthless; their financial capital was not only limited in 

size, but also in its sources, all of which were local; and their social capital too was 

entirely locally based.  
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This is not to say that the medium-sized ISP owners entirely lacked a global 

perspective—far from it. They had a global outlook in two ways: first, in an important 

sense, their technological expertise was most definitely global in nature; and second, 

they identified with a political ideology of the Internet that must certainly be seen as 

global.  

 

Regarding technological expertise, I asked my interviewees where they get their 

knowledge from. One of them said: 

It doesn‘t matter where. I don‘t check what country I get my information from. 

I don‘t check it, and it could come from all sorts of countries […] The 

geographical location of the knowledge is not what interests me. Geographic 

space has no meaning, there is no meaning at all in how it got to Israel. It is 

open to all and reaches everyone in an equal way. It has nothing to do with 

geographical space. 

  

This man truly seems to enter a different kind of space when surfing for information, 

a space without national borders. It is not that national borders are easily crossed, or 

that it is as if they do not exist, but that for him they simply do not exist. This is surely 

to do with a quality of such kinds of knowledge—it is extremely easily lifted out of 

context (see, for instance, Hannerz, 1990). Of course, almost all of the knowledge 

possessed by these ISP owners comes from the United States, a fact which they are 

quick to recognize. In other words, to describe these people as lacking a global 

perspective of any kind would clearly be inaccurate: by working in the Internet 

industry, they are necessarily tied in to global networks of both computers and 

knowledge. In other words, technological capital is itself a kind of global capital.  
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Turning to the interviewees‘ political ideology of the Internet, it can also be argued 

that their perception of the place of the Internet in the world was more global than 

local. What, then, was the political ideology that shaped the way these ISP owners 

interpreted the reality in which they found themselves? Given their sense of 

borderlessness when using the Internet, and given their strongly expressed sentiments 

regarding the state‘s perceived over-involvement in the field, perhaps we can see the 

attitudes of the owners of the medium-sized ISPs as being rooted in the habitus of the 

so-called ―Netizen‖. Michael and Ronda Hauben (1997) coined the term to refer to 

users of Usenet and the Internet who made a positive contribution to them:  

There are people online who actively contribute towards the development of 

the Net. These people understand the value of collective work and the 

communal aspects of public communications. These are the people who 

discuss and debate topics in a constructive manner.
93

 

 

Moreover, the ―Proposed Declaration of the Rights of Netizens‖ starts by recognizing 

―that the net represents a revolution in human communications that was built by a 

cooperative non-commercial process‖, and goes on to assert that, ―[t]he Net is not a 

Service, it is a Right. It is only valuable when it is collective and universal‖.
94

 John 

Perry Barlow‘s ―Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace‖ adopts a similar, of 

more boldly stated, rhetoric:  

We are creating a world that all may enter without privilege or prejudice 

accorded by race, economic power, military force, or station of birth. We are 
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 http://www.columbia.edu/~rh120/netizen-rights.txt, accessed 14/6/2007. 
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creating a world where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no 

matter how singular, without fear of being coerced into silence or 

conformity.
95

  

In particular, and in a way that perhaps resonates with the dynamics presented in this 

chapter, he rails against the involvement of ―Governments of the Industrial World‖, 

which he terms ―weary giants of flesh and steel‖, telling them not ―to invade our 

precincts‖.
96

  

 

In other words, these writers saw the Internet as the perfect instantiation of distributed 

power—―decentralization, openness, possibility of expansion, no hierarchy, no centre, 

no conditions for authoritarian or monopoly control‖ (Sassen, 1999a, p. 54)—

subscribing to what Sassen sees as the utopianism characteristic of the ―first era of the 

Internet‖ (Sassen, 1999a, p. 50), or to the ―utopian, communal, and libertarian 

undercurrents‖ that Castells identified in the first generation of internet developers in 

America (Castells, 1996, p. 357). It would be overstating the case to argue that the 

owners of the medium-sized ISPs whom I interviewed identified whole-heartedly with 

the ideology of the Netizen and Barlow‘s ―Declaration of Independence‖. However, 

their comments definitely resonated with certain aspects of that ideology. In 

particular, disparaging talk of monopolistic practices; a sense that the government was 

interfering where it had no right to (deciding who could and could not get online, for 

instance); the suggestion that business information submitted as part of the ISP license 

request would be passed on to Bezeq by the MoC; the allegation that Bezeq was 

(illegally) approaching customers who had asked for Internet connectivity to be 
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provided at their home or office in order to offer them connectivity packages; and the 

more general charge that the field was being run undemocratically, all chime with the 

kind of statements referred to above.  

 

So their technological capital was global, and they shared a global ideology of the 

Internet, but what, however, of the management styles adopted by the medium-sized 

ISPs? Can they shed light on the relative localism or globalism of their habitus? In 

order to gauge the extent to which other aspects of globalization had penetrated the 

way they run their businesses, and recognizing the massive global flow of 

management ideas and practices (Alvarez, 1998; Frenkel, 2005a, 2005b; Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2000), I asked the ISP owners where they learnt how to manage; 

whether they read management journals or books, and if so which; and whether they 

implemented a specific kind of management philosophy in their companies. I did not 

ask these questions to see if they were running their companies in imitation of 

American ISPs, but rather more generally to see if they had entered into any kind of 

dialogue with methods of management from the United States. None of them had 

studied management formally, and nor did they read up on it. Not one of them ran 

their companies in line with a distinct management philosophy, rather making the 

decisions that seemed the right thing to do at the time. Indeed, in sharp distinction to 

the Israeli hi-tech sector of which they form a part (see, for instance, Frenkel, 2005b 

on the use of imported work-family practices in Israeli hi-tech firms), they were (and 

remain) quite detached from and unaware of global trends in management practices. 

For instance, the following is taken from an interview with the founder of a medium-

sized ISP: 
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Question: So where do you know about management from, did you study it, 

read books about it, or from experience? 

Answer: Only from experience and the fact that I worked with people better 

than me […] 

Question: And do you follow developments in management in America, 

management trends in the United States? 

Answer: No. I know, the truth is that I… I just do what I do. 

 

And the following is from an interview with another owner of a medium-sized 

company: 

Question: Are you familiar with American business culture? 

Answer: No. […] I‘m only familiar with books from the Internet. 

Question: But have you read books on management… 

Answer: A bit. Not much. 

Question: So the way that you run your business… 

Answer: I don‘t know anything about it. 

[…] 

Question: So what directs the way you manage? 

Answer: What directs the way I manage? Um… I don‘t know how to answer 

that. […] I never studied it, and I‘ve never read about management methods. 

 

This should be compared with how a former VP of NetVision talked about the 

management philosophies in that company, in particular, the belief in open-space 

offices (Davis, 1984; Steen, Blombergsson, & Wiklander, 2005): 

Question: You say that you had an American attitude about providing support 
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Answer: Absolutely. 

Question: Were there other American aspects about how the company was 

managed? 

Answer: Yes. The company was managed as an American firm in every way. 

Question: How did that manifest itself? 

Answer: First of all the workers were completely involved in everything. It 

was the employees‘ company […] and when someone had an idea or 

something they would knock on [the CEO‘s] door, it was open space. I sat in 

the open space, out of principle, I didn‘t want to move to a room, until my last 

year when they made me move into an office, I sat with everyone in the open 

space 

Question: That was out of American management principles? 

Answer: Yes. Totally. … I came from Digital, Sasson came from Intel, Ruth 

came from America, she‘d been there for 14 years. … It was the American 

system that we all saw at Digital, that‘s how we worked. 

[…] 

Question: You say that you were always looking at what was happening in 

America 

Answer: All the time. 

 

In other words, NetVision was consciously applying management ideas—such as 

having an open plan office—that had been imported from the US, in contrast to the 

medium-sized ISPs, which were managed on a much more ad hoc basis, and whose 

owners had minimal formal knowledge of management. I suggest that this lack of a 
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global outlook goes some way to explaining why the medium-sized ISPs failed to turn 

themselves into very large ones.  

 

This view—that the owners of the medium-sized ISPs lacked the global orientation 

that could be found among the senior staff of the larger companies—is reinforced by 

their answers to questions about their Israeli identity in relation to their working in 

what is in important ways a global industry. This too reflects on the absence of what 

we might call a global habitus, defined as ―a cognitive and emotional disposition to 

move easily and smoothly from one national context to another, to quickly adapt and 

adopt different cultural outlooks, and to think of [oneself] as an agent operating in the 

world as a single unit‖ (Illouz & John, 2003, p. 211). For instance, when I asked an 

interviewee from one of the large ISPs said whether he saw himself as a ―world 

citizen‖, he replied:  

I feel at home in America. The place I lived in France [for 3 years] I feel very 

at home. I don‘t know what a world citizen is. I feel versatile. Wherever they 

put me I’ll live, I won‘t have a problem.  

Despite claiming not to know what a world citizen is, this interviewee shows that he 

surely is one.  

 

Compare this to the medium-sized ISP owners, one of whom said he was no more a 

―world citizen‖ than his car mechanic (because they are both equally exposed to 

global culture), while another defended his Israeli identity in extremely strong terms: 

Question: Have you become less Israeli [through working in this global 

industry]? 

Answer: No, no 
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Question: You don‘t feel… 

Answer: Not at all 

Question: … that working with the Internet all around the world and 

Answer: Well, me, I‘ve got my faults of over-Israeliness, you might call it, 

I‘m really really into that and nothing can ―spoil‖ me 

Question: There is an idea that people talk about today of world citizens, are 

you one of them? 

Answer: No 

 

In sum, the medium-sized ISP owners held large stocks of global technological 

knowledge that came to be devalued. As the field shifted, they lacked the global 

orientation, or habitus, that characterized those who succeeded in the field. Their 

approach to managing their firms, for instance, was entirely isolated from trends in 

global or American management, just as hi-tech companies in Israel were assimilating 

American management practices as a matter of course (Frenkel, 2005b). This notion 

that the medium-sized ISP owners were locals in an increasingly global field was 

reinforced by their own descriptions of themselves as not being world citizens. On the 

contrary, they saw themselves as just belonging to the specific locality of Israel as 

much as, if not more than, their fellow citizens. As the field in which they operated 

became more global, their local orientation became inappropriate. In the following 

section I point to an additional way in which the field was becoming global, namely, 

via the entrance of global capital. 
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4.4 ZOOMING OUT—GLOBALIZATION, ISRAEL, AND THE FIELD OF 

INTERNET PROVISION 

 

So far, my focus has been at a very micro level, taking into account the individual 

biographies of the specific actors involved. This strategy is possible because the field 

itself is small, with relatively few people involved. However, as I hope has become 

increasingly clear throughout, this analysis of the field of Internet provision has been 

conducted in the shadow of macro level processes, in particular the globalization of 

Israeli society
97

 and the liberalization of the country‘s economy. Indeed, it is in this 

regard that the field under study has become increasingly global, thus gradually 

squeezing out the small and medium-sized firms. 

 

Both of these processes—globalization and liberalization—are reflected in the 

ownership of the ISPs that appeared in Israel in the second half of the 1990s, and 

which basically put paid to the hopes of the medium-sized ISPs to make their 

businesses very successful. For instance, Barak‘s website describes the company as 

follows:  

013 Barak was established in 1997 by three of the world‘s leading 

telecommunications companies - Sprint, France Telecom and Deutsche 

Telecom, and two major Israeli companies - Clalcom and Matav. 013 Barak 
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 Nitzan and Bichler (2002, p. 3; see also, Nitzan & Bichler, 2002) point out that ―the country‘s 

development has been embedded in the global political economy from its pre-state beginnings‖; crucial 

here, then, is not the fact of globalization in and of itself, but rather the kind of globalization. Indeed, 

having pointed out that all ISP owners possessed global technological knowledge, this notion sits well 

with my own analysis. 
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has grown rapidly and is now Israel's leading provider for international calls. 

In 2005, the company was acquired by IDB (81.5%) and Matav (18.5%).
98

 

 

And Internet Zahav is described in an external site in the following way: 

INTERNET GOLD is a leading Internet service provider (ISP) in Israel in 

number of subscribers, based on recent surveys. Established in 1996, the 

Company is controlled by two of Israel's most reputable corporations, 

Eurocom Communications and Arison Investments.
99

 

 

Two aspects of these companies‘ ownerships are immediately clear: firstly, the 

involvement of foreign investment; and secondly, the involvement of the Israeli 

economic elite.
100

 Barak was founded by three foreign communications firms, in 

conjunction with two large Israeli companies. Clalcom is itself a subsidiary of IDB, 

whose CEO is Nochi Dankner, one of the most influential figures in Israeli business. 

Eurocom Communications, which shares in the holdings of Internet Gold, was bought 

by the Elovitch brothers in 1985. Until that point, the company had manufactured and 

marketed telecommunications systems, though within a year, the new owners set up 

Eurocom Marketing, with the aim of importing telecommunications equipment to 

Israel, quickly becoming a major player in the retail communications market in Israel, 

exclusively representing firms such as Panasonic and Nokia in the Israeli market. 

Eurocom‘s own website makes the claim that ―The group has been largely responsible 
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 Nitzan and Bichler (2002) have provided an extremely thorough empirical description of the Israeli 

economic elite. 
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for bringing the global telecommunication revolution to the consumer‖.
101

 The other 

corporation with a holding in Internet Gold is Arison Holdings, owned by Shari 

Arison, Israel‘s richest person. Arison Holdings‘ assets are valued at around $1bn,
102

 

while Arison herself is said to be worth $5bn.
103

 

 

After a few years in the early- to mid-1990s during which companies such as Actcom, 

Aquanet, Israsrv, and Shani could command a decent portion of the market share 

along with NetVision, then the dominant actor, the Internet provision industry started 

to attract the attention of some of the biggest players in the Israeli economy, not to 

mention concerns from overseas as well (see Barak‘s initial ownership structure as 

cited above). Many of the holding companies and firms that began to take an interest 

in the ISP industry had been active in the Israeli economy for quite some time, such as 

the Dankner family (on the place of large holding companies in the Israeli political 

economy see Maman, 2000; for descriptions of the part of the Dankners and other 

families in the Israeli political economy see Nitzan & Bichler, 2002). What was new, 

however, was their ability to access the telecommunications industry following its 

liberalization. For Internet provision to become an attractive investment, the prices of 

overseas connectivity had to come down drastically, and Bezeq, which still had a 

monopoly on telecommunications within Israel, even if this has since changed, had to 

begin operating more efficiently and with a stronger emphasis on customer support.  
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These two processes took place during the mid-1990s in a way that would seem to 

have been unconnected to party politics. That is, the MoC pressed ahead with an 

agenda of liberalization in quite a uniform way regardless of whether the minister was 

a representative of Shas (Rafael Pinchasi, June 1990 to July 1992), Labor (Moshe 

Shahal, July 1992 to June 1993), Meretz (Shulamit Aloni, June 1993 to June 1996), or 

the Likud (Limor Livnat, June 1996 to July 1997). This suggests that while the drive 

to liberalization has been associated with Israeli left-wing secular elites, who were 

also behind the Oslo agreements with the Palestinians (Y. Levy, 2007; Shafir & Peled, 

2002), it is actually an issue with broad support, at least with regard 

telecommunications. Indeed, the perceived apolitical nature of telecommunications 

policies can also be seen in the appointments of Shlomo Waxe and Danny Rosenne as 

Directors-General of the Ministry of Communications, both of whom told me in 

interview that they had been ―professional‖—as opposed to political—appointments; 

that is, that were made without party political considerations.  

 

I do not, however, wish to present an economically reductionist account of the failure 

of the medium-sized ISPs—and hence their attitudes as described above—and the 

success of the large ones, with their impressive financial backing. The ISPs in the 

field in the mid-1990s, before ―big business‖ arrived on the scene, had a chance to 

entrench their positions, but, NetVision excluded, did not manage to do so. This is not 

for merely economic reasons, though they too are surely relevant. It is my contention 

that the men heading those companies lacked the necessary background that would 

enable them to accurately read the field and leverage their position as pioneers in the 

field into one of dominance. Lacking the social capital of, say, Uzia Galil or Abe 

Peled, they could not gain access to representatives of the field of power (in the form 
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of the Ministry of Communications), and were thus unable to influence the changing 

rules of the game, or at the very least, make the changes in the rules work to their 

advantage. They no doubt lacked the financial clout of the newer members of the 

field, but as their comments on management showed, they were ill-equipped in other 

ways to make their companies very much larger.  

 

Paradoxically, however, by espousing libertarian notions and attacking what they 

perceived at the over-involvement of the MoC, it would seem that they were actually 

tilting at windmills. The indignation expressed in interview with me was directed at 

what they perceived as over-regulation by the MoC and its excessive pandering to 

Bezeq. As mentioned in section 4.3.2.2 above, they expressed their frustrations using 

terms such as democracy, fairness, freedom and equality. For instance, they 

complained that they were forced to charge their customers high sums for Internet 

connectivity because of Bezeq‘s monopoly on overseas telecommunications. The 

paradox, of course, is that by loosening its regulatory reins—issuing more ISP 

licenses, allowing competition in the overseas telephony industry—the field of power 

was only hastening the demise of the medium-sized ISPs. Liberalizing the industry 

meant opening the doors to big business, with whom the medium-sized ISPs could not 

compete. Indeed, the latter would have found themselves more profitable under a 

much tighter regulatory regime in which further ISP licenses were not issued. 

Moreover, their stress on deregulation seems to entirely ignore the great efforts 

expended by the MoC to prevent Bezeq itself from becoming an ISP, the 

consequences of which would have been far-reaching for the ISP industry, and most 

certainly destructive for all other ISPs.  
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4.5 CONCLUSION 

Having ruled out various concepts of community as being inapplicable here, in this 

chapter I have approached the ISP industry in Israel as a field, using the tools 

provided by Bourdieu to analyze it. This enabled me to theorize three observations of 

the industry (see section 4.3.2 above) and try to understand why the sets of attitudes 

towards the MoC and Bezeq should have been distributed between the ISPs as they 

were. 

 

They key to the topography of the field lay with the medium-sized ISPs: while the 

small ISP owners accepted that they could not be serious players in the field, and 

while the large ISP owners were quite naturally pleased with their location in the 

field, the medium-sized ISP owners expressed a strong sense of indignation at how 

the field had developed. Given that indignation is an emotion that arises when one 

reads reality through a certain moral lens, I described that reality and asked which 

morals the interviewees were bringing to bear on it. The reality I described was one 

whereby technological capital was losing its ability to structure the field to the mid-

sized ISPs owners‘ advantage. With the globalization of the Israeli economy and the 

liberalization of the telecommunications regime, global financial capital was coming 

to play a much more dominant role.  

 

This is not to say that these interviewees were entirely local. As I noted in the 

introduction to this chapter, I do not assert that this is a simple victory of the global 

over the local. Indeed, the ISP owners were tied in to significant global processes. 

However, their affiliations with globalism—in terms of technology and a political 

ideology of the Internet—were of the ―wrong‖ kind. They were being usurped in the 
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field of Internet provision by actors who were enmeshed in global networks in an 

entirely different way. These were people with access to global capital and ties with 

multinational corporations. Their habitus was that of the Transnational Capitalist 

Class (Sklair, 2000), and not that of the Netizen. In such circumstances, the only 

resource left for the medium-sized ISP owners was their indignation.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

TECHNOLOGY AND VALUES: CONCEPTUALIZING THE 

ISRAELI INTERNET 

5.1 INTRODUCTION: TECHNOLOGY AND VALUES 

In the previous two chapters of this study I have examined some of the physical, 

infrastructural and institutional aspects of the arrival of the Internet to Israel. In this 

chapter, I hold up the diffusion of the Internet to Israel as a discursive event. That is, I 

ask how the Internet was talked about by various commentators and actors in the local 

scene. Given that the Internet was imported from the United States, I ask whether the 

dominant discursive style surrounding the Internet in that country—techno-

utopianism—was imported too. If so, who were its most faithful exponents? And 

where it was not taken up, why not? 

 

Put differently, this chapter investigates the linkage between the technology of the 

Internet as it emerged in Israel during the early 1990s, and the various values 

associated with it, asking questions such as: how was the Internet represented? Were 

there differences in perceptions of the Internet among different groups of actors? 

What values were seen as accompanying the Internet? What was the perceived 

affinity between those values and the technology itself? That is, were they seen as 

inherent to the technology, as an inevitable outcome of it, or was there some other 

kind of relationship? My findings show that different groups of actors talked about the 

Internet in different ways: some saw it in distinctly utopian terms, while others 

attributed no values to it at all. How, then, are we to account for these differences in 
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perceptions of the Internet between various groups of actors? In answering these 

questions I draw on findings already presented in this study, in particular the ways 

that various actors were positioned in relation to the global. 

 

These questions are asked in relation to three groups, all of whom had a stake in the 

successful diffusion of the Internet to Israel, albeit in different ways. First, journalists 

and others who expressed their opinions in newspaper and magazine articles 

concerning the Internet. Second, the lobbyists and activists who were trying to spread 

the Internet as broadly as possible throughout Israeli society in the early- to mid-

1990s, whom we can term ―Internet pioneers‖.
104

 And third, the people very closely 

involved in actually providing the technology to people‘s homes and offices, namely, 

the founders and owners of the early ISPs in Israel. For each group, then, I show how 

they talked about the Internet, how they represented it as a technology bearing certain 

values, and account for the differences that I shall demonstrate between the ways that 

they did so. In doing so, I am adding another layer to the discussion running 

throughout this study as to how globalization happens. 

 

In what follows I shall review some of the ways that technology and values have been 

associated in both popular discourse and academic literature. I shall explain why I 

prefer not to talk about the impacts of technologies—mostly because of the pitfalls of 

technological determinism—which, I suggest, leaves one to discuss representations 

instead. Because it has been the dominant mode of representing the Internet in the 
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United States, I pay special attention to a particular configuration of values and 

technology, namely, technological utopianism.  

 

The concepts of technology and values can be brought together in a number of ways. 

For STS researchers of recent years, the challenge has been to do so in a fashion that 

is not technologically determinist. Technological determinism is ―the idea that 

technology develops as the sole result of an internal dynamic, and then, unmediated 

by any other influence, molds society to fit its patterns‖ (Winner, 1999, p. 29). An 

alternative formulation suggests that: ―Technological determinism is the notion that 

technological development is autonomous with respect to society; it shapes society 

but is not reciprocally influenced‖ (Mackay & Gillespie, 1992, p. 686).  

 

Technological determinist thinking thus has two main aspects. The first relates to the 

development of technologies, and holds that technological development moves 

forward according to a logic internal to the technology itself and follows an inevitable 

path. This was the type of technological determinism I discussed in Chapter 3 when 

critiquing studies of the diffusion of the Internet and the way they portray the 

Internet‘s spread across the world as an unproblematized matter of course. The second 

relates to impacts of technology on society, which are held to be built in to the 

technology under discussion and as such unavoidable. Marx is often cited in this 

regard, specifically his assertion that ―[t]he windmill gives you society with the feudal 

lord: the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist‖ (Marx, 1847). These two 

aspects of technologically determinist thought are well summarized by Williams and 

Edge, who see it as the beliefs:  
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1. that the nature of technologies and the direction of change [are] 

unproblematic or pre-determined (perhaps subject to an inner ‗technical logic‘ 

or ‗economic imperative‘); 

2. that technology [has] necessary and determinate ‗impacts‘ upon work, upon 

economic life and upon society as a whole: technological change thus 

produces social and organizational change (Williams & Edge, 1996). 

If Chapter 3 dealt with the first clause, it is the second type of technological 

determinism that I am trying to avoid here. I do so by inquiring into perceptions of the 

Internet‘s impacts of society, and by not making claims about such ―impacts‖ 

themselves.  

 

The relationship between technology on the one hand, and values on the other, is not 

simple one. Indeed, there are a number of ways that this relationship has been 

conceptualized. The following are three common ways in which technology and 

values are commonly linked: 

1) One way in which technology and values can be related is when a technology 

is held to reflect or express values in society. For instance, one might argue 

that various types of personal stereos—from the original cassette-playing 

Walkman through to today‘s iPods—are reflective of trends towards 

individualism (Bull, 2000, 2008). Noting the range of ways in which one can 

make one‘s experience of listening to music more and more personalized, and 

less dependent on radio broadcasts, say, or on the order of the songs in an 

album, one might argue that western society is becoming ever more 

individualistic. More generally speaking, it could be said that if one wants to 

discover the dominant values in a given society, one should look at the kinds 
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of technologies it uses. For instance, organizations for the rights of disabled 

people point to the lack of ramps and elevators as reflecting society‘s lack of 

consideration for those who are unable to walk. 

2) The flip side of this conception is to argue that certain technologies advance 

certain values in society. In other words, rather than arguing that the iPod 

reflects a growing individualism in society, it might be suggested that by 

enabling people to put headphones over their ears while in the public sphere 

and listen to songs in an order determined by them, the iPod is actually 

making western society more individualistic (a popular theme in the press. 

See, for instance, St. John, 2004). Pacey makes a similar argument about how 

snowmobiles changed Eskimo (sic.) culture in Alaska (Pacey, 1983, pp. 1-4). 

Some go further and argue that this kind of social influence is actually built in, 

or hard wired into the technology. For example, people who argued that the 

Internet would make us more socially isolated because it no longer required us 

to leave our houses were making such arguments (a classic case of this is Nie 

& Erbring, 2000).
105

 Suggesting that the very structure of the Internet as 

―borderless‖ would encourage a similar borderlessness in society at large, as 

certain journalists have done (see below), is to make a similar kind of case, 

albeit that the allegedly inevitable outcome of the technology is this time 

regarded positively. Indeed, this kind of thinking would seem to be deeply 

seated in sociological thought, and Wajcman suggests that it permeates the 

writings of thinkers such as Giddens, for whom the technologies that bring 

about the collapse of space-time are central (Wajcman, 2002).  
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3) Yet others assert that such values as come to impact on society in an inevitable 

fashion can be intentionally built in to technologies. This is how Langdon 

Winner sees the construction of Moses‘ bridges (Winner, 1999): in a well-

known article, Winner describes the construction of low bridges in Long 

Island as purposely preventing the entrance of public buses into the area, thus 

effectively preventing those too poor to own a private motor vehicle from 

reaching Jones Beach.
106

 This he refers to as the politics of artifacts. 

 

These approaches to technology and values, or to the social impacts of technology, 

have been subjected to the critique that they are guilty of the second breed of 

technological determinism mentioned above, that is, that they postulate necessary and 

inevitable relationships between technologies and their outcomes (Williams & Edge, 

1996). They are seen as impacting on social life ―like a meteor hitting planet Earth‖ 

(Kling, 1996a, p. 19). However, instead of seeing the Internet as an inherently 

democratic and thus democratizing sphere,
107

 for instance, one could suggest as a 

counter-example the structure of the network in China, where a dense government 

firewall prevents surfers from accessing sites deemed inappropriate by the regime, not 

to mention the very process by which potential users must sign up with a government 

body in order to get permission to use the Internet in the first place (Harwit & Clark, 
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 Both Winner‘s chain of argument and the very empirical basis for his article—the assertion that 

buses could not travel to Jones Park—have been questioned in what has become a fascinating debate in 

the sociology of technology. (See Joerges, 1999; Woolgar & Cooper, 1999).  

107
 This is suggested by the byline of a recent article from the Guardian newspaper in Britain: ―210 

million Chinese have web access and any day now China will have more users than the US. But instead 

of spreading freedom, the net has been tamed by Beijing's iron grip‖. The assumption is that the net 

will spread freedom; the reality appears to be different (Watts, 2008). 
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2001; L. I. Press et al., 2002). Thus, there is nothing inherent in the appearance of the 

Internet as a democratic technology in western societies; rather, as Kling suggests, 

―people and organizations adopt constellations of technologies and configure them to 

fit ongoing social patterns‖ (Kling, 1996a, p. 19). In other words, rather than seeing 

the outcomes of a technology as determined by the features of the technology itself, 

we should see social outcomes as the result of complex interactions between society 

and technology, the exact constitution of which cannot be known in advance. They 

are, in a word, indeterminate. As Das and Kolack put it, 

[w]hile it is true that technological changes affect social life, this relationship 

is not one-sided. Societies do not passively accommodate or receive new 

technology. […] There is an intricate interrelatedness between technological 

and human factors (Das & Kolack, 1989, p. 2).  

 

So far I have discussed technology and values in quite general terms. I now turn to the 

way in which the Internet as a specific technology is attributed with certain values. As 

mentioned above, the dominant mode of representation is one of technological 

utopianism. I shall offer a description of technologically utopian thought and 

discourse, before asking whether the subjects of this research appear to have adopted 

it when the Internet arrive in Israel in the early 1990s. 

 

Howard Segal, whose analysis of the utopian writings of twenty-five American 

authors between 1883 and 1933 stands behind much recent concern with the notion of 

technological utopianism, sees it as ―a mode of thought and activity that vaunts 

technology as a means of bringing about utopia‖ (Segal, 1985, p. 10). Rob Kling 

defined it as follows:  
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Technological utopianism places the use of some specific technology, such as 

computers, nuclear energy, or low-energy low-impact technologies, as key 

enabling elements of a utopian social vision (Kling, 1996d). 

 

Kling‘s major contribution to the study of technological utopianism is to point out that 

it does not ―refer to a set of technologies. It refers to analyses in which the use of 

specific technologies plays a key role in shaping a utopian social vision‖ (Kling, 

1996c, p. 42). That is, he sees it as a ―genre of discourse‖, or ―any body of work that 

is shaped by a set of conventions‖ (p. 43). Identifying most writings about the Internet 

as falling into the genre of utopian writing (with a minority being classified as anti-

utopian, or dystopian, indicating the ways in which the Internet is making society 

worse), Kling suggests that their authors are actually limited in what they can write, 

and that they operate within ―epistemological envelopes‖ (Kling, 1994). Specifically, 

―[a]uthors craft utopian and anti-utopian writings within a set of conventions that limit 

what they can or will say, and which circumscribe the kinds of themes they can 

effectively examine‖ (Kling & Lamb, 1996, p. 21).
108

  

 

In her doctoral dissertation on ―The Rise of the Internet in America‖, Merav Katz-

Kimchi found that the discourse surrounding the emergence of the Internet in the 

1990s as a widespread commercial phenomenon was ―primarily techno-utopian‖ 

(Katz-Kimchi, 2007, p. i). Drawing on Ruth Levitas‘ work on utopias (1990), Katz-

Kimchi argues that ―proponents of the internet perceived the new technology to be the 

ultimate means to achieving utopia, that is, a ‗better way of living‘‖ (Katz-Kimchi, 

2007, p. 6). For example, Katz-Kimchi shows how representations of the Internet in 
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 See also Howcroft and Fitzgerald (1998) for a discussion of Kling‘s work. 
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advertising images portrayed the Internet in a utopian fashion. ―[I]n these 

advertisements‖, she argues, ―the world in its myriad facets (and problems, like 

famine, overuse of natural resources, the greenhouse effect, and air pollution, to name 

only few) is abstracted, simplified and condensed, through technology, to the utopian 

or ‗dream world‘ of twentieth century tourism‖ (Katz-Kimchi, 2007, p. 60).  

 

Al Gore (from whom more below) certainly saw the potential of the Internet in 

utopian terms:  

The Global Information Infrastructure ...will circle the globe with information 

superhighways on which all people can travel. These highways ...will allow us 

to share information, to connect, and to communicate as a global community.  

From these connections we will derive robust and sustainable economic 

progress, strong democracies, better solutions to global and local 

environmental challenges, improved health care, and - ultimately - a greater 

sense of shared stewardship of our small planet.  

The GII [Global Information Infrastructure] will spread participatory 

democracy. In a sense, the GII will be a metaphor for democracy itself (Gore, 

1994b; cited in Thornton, 2002). 

 

Similarly, Iacono and Kling observed that the people promoting the National 

Information Infrastructure (NII) ―all envision an extensively computerized future that 

is deemed preferable to the less computerized world in which we currently live‖, and 

they note that the United States government was promising ―universal access to the 

NII and societal renewal through technology‖ (Iacono & Kling, 1996, pp. 87-88). In a 

similar vein, Christian Sandvig asks us to entertain the following scenario: 
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[I]magine the president of the United States making a speech to declare that 

the political process in the U.S. is fundamentally broken and nonparticipatory, 

economic opportunity is nonexistent for the lower classes, the U.S. is no 

longer a technological leader in many areas, the delivery of government 

services to citizens is often inefficient, the public education system does not 

adequately prepare children for satisfying jobs, and basic healthcare is not 

available in a large number of rural areas. Second, the president outlines a 

single public policy remedy for all of these social ills, at once. The scenario is 

fantastic: the first part political suicide, the second suicidal naïveté. Yet this 

list of social problems is adapted directly from [Clinton and Gore‘s 

document,] ―Benefits and Applications of the National Information 

Infrastructure‖ (Sandvig, 2003, p. 180). 

 

Meanwhile, as described by Rochlin, the vision championed by Wired magazine 

portrays a fully interconnected society where the networking of individuals 

has undermined the power of existing firms, institutions, and governments and 

destroyed or bypassed their instruments of hierarchy and central control, 

replacing them with more open and democratic global social communities that 

are self-organizing, self-regulating, and self-empowered (Rochlin, 1997, p. 43) 

 

In short, from the moment it appeared in American public consciousness, the Internet 

was seen as providing a path to a better society. Below I ask whether the same was 

true of the Internet in the Israeli context. By doing so, my discussion interfaces with 

the questions of globalization that came up in the previous chapters in two main ways. 
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Firstly, the utopia suggested by utopian writings about the Internet is a global one, and 

secondly, the genre of technological utopianism is an American one.  

 

In what ways is the technological utopia that the Internet is seen as ushering in a 

global one? First of all, Gore‘s calling it a ―Global Information Infrastructure‖ clearly 

shows that the emerging network was held to be a technology that would cover the 

entire world. This was not a technology for the United States alone (as certain military 

technologies might be, say), but rather something that would improve the entire globe. 

Similar to Sklair‘s analysis of the ―global vision‖ of Fortune 500 companies (Sklair, 

2000), the recurrence of images of the globe in advertising images related to the 

Internet (Katz-Kimchi, 2007) offers another concrete expression of the affinity 

between the Internet and globalism. 

 

Further, as discussed by Stephen Graham, many metaphors of the Internet involve 

spacelessness. He explains: 

Most common here is the assumption that networks of large metropolitan 

cities will gradually emerge to be some technological anachronism, as 

propinquity, concentration, place-based relations and transportation flows are 

gradually substituted by some universalized, interactive, broadband 

communications medium (the ultimate ‗Information Superhighway‘) (S. 

Graham, 1998, p. 168). 

 

Nicholas Negroponte provides a fine example of this in his best-selling techno-

utopian tome, Being Digital: 
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Digital living will include less and less dependence upon being in a specific 

place at a specific time […] If instead of going to work by driving my atoms 

into town, I log into my office and do my work electronically, exactly where is 

my workplace? (Negroponte, 1995, p. 165). 

 

In dominant American imagery, then, technologically utopian images of the Internet 

portray it as a ―global‖ technology in two ways: (1) It is seen as expanding to 

encompass the entire world; (2) it eradicates space, thus making geographical location 

irrelevant.  

 

What, though, does it mean to say that the very discourse of technological utopianism 

is especially American? Howard Segal wrote, 

Since its discovery and first settlement by Europeans, America had been the 

object of utopian hopes abroad, and those hopes fed America‘s own. What 

made America a potential utopia was its status as a blank slate on which a new 

society could be written (Segal, 1985, p. 75; see also Smith, 1994). 

 

In other words, the very settlement of the North American continent was a utopian 

project. Kling and Lamb expand on this, arguing that 

the United States was founded on premises that were utopian in the 1700s. The 

Declaration of Independence asserts that ―all men were created equal‖ and that 

they would be should be guaranteed the right to ―life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness.‖ This was in significant contrast to the political cultures of the 

European monarchies of the time, where the rule of the king or queen, and her 
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nobles, most of whom were selected by heredity, determined people‘s fates 

(Kling & Lamb, 1996, p. 38). 

 

Communications theorist James Carey also refers to  

a deeply recurrent cultural pattern in North America whereby the growth of 

technology in general—the printing press, literacy, communications 

technology in particular—is seen as part of a larger narrative of progress. The 

history of communications technology becomes the story of the expansion of 

the powers of human knowledge, the steady democratization of culture […] 

More information is available and is made to move faster: ignorance is ended; 

civil strife is brought under control; and a beneficent future, moral and 

political as well as economic, is opened by the irresistible tendencies of 

technology (Carey, 1989, pp. 147-148). 

 

Literary critic Joel Dinerstein puts the America=technological utopia case much more 

bluntly: ―technology is the American theology‖, he argues. ―For Americans‖, he goes 

on, ―it is not the Christian God but technology that structures the American sense of 

power‖ (Dinerstein, 2006, p. 569. Emphasis in original). In other words, part of what 

―America‖ means is a belief that technological progress is the panacea for society‘s 

ills. Finally, as described by Merrit Roe Smith (1994), the idea that economic 

independence for America would be brought about by machine-driven production, 

meant that by the end of the 19
th 

century, ―[t]he belief that in some fundamental sense 

technological developments determine the course of human events had become 

dogma‖ (Smith, 1994, p. 7). More than that, however, machines were seen as 

wondrous symbols of progress. As these concepts were taken up by the newly 
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emerging field of mass advertising, technology came to be represented not only as 

―the great panacea for everyday problems; they also stood for values at the core of 

American life‖ (Smith, 1994, p. 23). 

 

In sum, technologically utopian conceptions of the Internet see it as a global 

technology and are deeply rooted in American culture, if not actually constitutive of 

it. I now turn to an analysis of the way the Internet was represented in Israel by three 

different groups. Was the techno-utopianism that accompanied the Internet‘s 

appearance in the public consciousness in the United States reproduced in discourses 

of the Internet in Israel? Did it accompany the entrance of the technology into the 

Israeli context? If so, where? And if not, why not? 

 

5.2 REPRESENTATIONS OF THE INTERNET IN ITS EARLY DAYS IN 

ISRAEL 

5.2.1 THE ISRAELI PRESS 

How was the Internet in its early days represented in the Israeli press? What values 

did journalists and other people publishing opinions in the newspapers attribute to the 

Internet? How did they see the Internet as changing society? Did they see it as a 

positive force, or as a negative one? In trying to answer these questions, I searched the 

archives of Israel‘s three major newspapers (Ha’aretz, Maariv, and Yedioth Ahronoth) 

for articles on computers, computer networks, the Internet, information super-

highways, other similar terms. The following is based on newspaper articles that were 
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published as the Internet was emerging in Israel, that is, in the first half of the 

1990s.
109

  

 

This question of the representation of the Internet in the Israeli press can be divided 

roughly into two parts. Firstly, what characteristics did journalists and other 

contributors to the press attribute to it, and how did they see those characteristics as 

impacting on society? In other words, were there any perceived ―built-in‖ properties 

of the Internet? And secondly, what was the Internet portrayed as enabling us to do 

that we could not do before, and how were these new activities evaluated? We can 

then ask how these representations resonated both with American technological 

utopianism and with social and cultural trends afoot in Israel at the time.  

 

Many journalistic articles published in Israel offer utopian visions of the Internet, and 

none more so than a widely syndicated piece written by former US vice-president, Al 

Gore, entitled ―Communications Serving Growth‖ (Gore, 1994a).
110

 According to 

Gore, an Internet supporter from its very early days, the development of a ―Global 

Information Infrastructure‖ would strengthen the global community and create 

economic growth. This in turn will increase democracy and provide ―better solutions 

to global and local environmental challenges‖, another one of Gore‘s long-term 

interests. Through the Internet, he argues, the G11 will be able to ―provide the 

information required to dramatically improve the quality of life throughout the entire 

world‖. For Gore, the development of communications is essential for the 
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 All of the articles were published in Hebrew, and citations in English are my own translations. 
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 While Al Gore is not, of course, a journalist, I see no problem in including a newspaper article 

written by him in this discussion of representations of the Internet in the press. 
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preservation of freedom and democracy. This spirit is entirely in keeping with the 

utopian views of technology that took root in American society as early as the 18
th

 

century (Smith, 1994).  

 

This approach was most certainly taken up by some Israeli journalists, who also 

identified the Internet with democracy. Some saw it as an inherently democratic 

environment, sometimes comparing it to ancient Greece (Goldman, 1995; Gordon, 

1995a). By this I mean that some writers point to the very formal structure of the 

Internet as democratic: it has a horizontal, and not a vertical hierarchy, for instance; 

each voice has equal weight; information passes through the network in an 

indiscriminate fashion; and so on. Indeed, Habermas might recognize his ―ideal 

speech situation‖ in these descriptions of the Internet as inherently democratic 

(Habermas, 1984).  

 

Not only is the Internet seen as democratic in itself, and as fostering democracy 

around the world, it is also represented as contributing to world peace. Reviewing 

what to the best of my knowledge was the first academic conference in Israel on the 

Internet, Yehuda Koren quotes Internet researcher Sheizaf Rafaeli as saying that ―the 

Internet erases differences between people, and brings them closer together. In such a 

world it will be difficult for leaders to take their nations to war‖ (Koren, 1995). This 

attribute of the Internet is related to its perceived borderlessness, both as a feature of 

the technology, and as a social consequence of it. For instance, in another quote from 

that same article, Rafaeli says, 

my life used to be dictated by the fact that I was born in a certain place, 

studied in a certain school, and have friends with whom I served in the army. 
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Local geography determined who I married. No longer. We are heading 

toward a world without borders.
111

  

This clearly resonates with Nicholas Negroponte‘s abovementioned suggestion that 

―[d]igital living will include less and less dependence upon being in a specific place at 

a specific time‖ (Negroponte, 1995, p. 165). Similarly, A later newspaper article 

similarly claims that, ―In the cybernetic space, where all words are identical, national 

boundaries and distinctions are blurred‖ (Kantrowitz & Rogers, 1997).  

 

On a somewhat less lofty level, plenty of articles describe the ways in which the 

Internet can make our everyday lives easier. This is reflected in the ability to carry out 

tasks such as shopping online (for instance, Beller, 1994; Blizovsky, 1994a; Frankel, 

1994), checking one‘s bank balance (Goldman, 1991), distance working (Berger, 

1994), and ordering videos on demand (Beller, 1994). The Internet, according to these 

journalists, can make everyday tasks easier to carry out and enable us to do them more 

efficiently. 

 

These themes more or less overlapped the way that the Internet was being discussed 

in similar spheres in the United States at the time (indeed, some of the articles cited 

above were translations of pieces that had originally appeared in the American 

press—nonetheless, they have a place in this discussion insofar as they were printed 

in Hebrew in the mainstream Israeli press and thus constituted the Israeli discourse on 

the Internet); that is, they are not specifically Israeli representations. We can see this 

quite clearly if we borrow examples from the American context from Katz-Kimchi‘s 
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for Data Processing‖, namely, ―A World Without Borders‖.  
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work (Katz-Kimchi, 2007, chapter 2). A piece in The Wall Street Journal, for 

example, noted that ―homebound elderly and disabled people could now connect to 

outer worlds via personal computers‖ and mentioned that advances in technology had 

given them ―freedom they only imagined years ago‖ (Abrahamson, 1995). Following 

the same theme, Katz-Kimchi cites a report from The Washington Post, which 

discusses how the Internet liberates deaf people from their disability. An interviewee 

for the article, Jamie Clark, who had been deaf since birth, described himself as ―an 

articulate in cyberspace where his deafness is as irrelevant as the color of his socks‖. 

Regarding cyberspace, Clark said: ―There is nothing to blockade me. I feel free, it 

feels great‖ (Sullivan, 1993). Katz-Kimchi also cites many sources predicting that the 

Internet will contribute to world peace, including a quote from the CEO of American 

Online, who was himself talking about an Israeli friend of his, who thought that ―one 

of the best thing that‘s helping bring the Israelis together with the Arabs is the 

Internet. He said when you‘re talking to people online, you don‘t know who they are, 

you meet them first on a basis of what they talking about, what they‘re interested in, 

and what kind of person they are‖. In short, in her chapter on visions of the Internet, 

Katz-Kimchi‘s many examples of utopian predictions reinforce the impression given 

by the citations from the Israeli press provide above. 

 

The way that Israeli reports chime with American pieces would seem to reinforce 

Kling‘s notions regarding technological utopianism as a genre (Kling, 1994). 

Moreover, this genre would appear to have deep historical roots. Carey (1989, pp. 

208-209), for instance, cites a text written in 1858 about the telegraph: 

How potent a power, then, is the telegraph destined to become in the 

civilization of the world! This binds together by a vital cord all the nations of 
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the earth. It is impossible that old prejudices and hostilities should longer 

exist, while such an instrument has been created for an exchange of thought 

between all the nations of the earth (Briggs & Maverick, 1858, pp. 21-22). 

 

Not all representations of the Internet are so positive, however. Along with the 

increased efficiency associated with distance working, concerns are expressed that it 

might make the workplace less egalitarian (Berger, 1994). And while shopping online 

may be faster than going to the shops in person, it might also have the potential to 

become an isolating phenomenon, as expressed in an article entitled, ―You‘ll No 

Longer Meet in the Supermarket‖ (Frankel, 1994).  

 

More generally speaking, a participant in the abovementioned conference on the 

Internet in Israel suggested that ―the Internet heightens individualism and the 

weakening of collective values‖, a process more commonly known as anomie. The 

argument is familiar from Putnam‘s classic, Bowling Alone (Putnam, 1995; 2000), and 

in particular from what he calls ―the technological transformation of leisure‖. 

Although the technology that Putnam blames more than any other is the television, 

which, he argues, ―has made our communities […] wider and shallower‖ (Putnam, 

1995, p. 75), by spending more time on their own—a phenomenon enabled by the 

Internet—people spend less time in the community strengthening values held in 

common.  

 

Likewise, presaging intense discussion of what would later come to be known as the 

Digital Divide (Brown, Barram, & Irving, 1995; Robinson et al., 2003), anxieties can 

also be found in the Israeli press that the connected and non-connected will become 
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increasingly alienated from one another. For instance, Brenda Danet, who also spoke 

at the first Internet conference in Israel, is cited as claiming that Internet usage will 

mainly characterize the educated middle classes (Koren, 1995). 

 

A couple of articles also expressed concern for the type of culture the Internet would 

spawn. Some were worried that the spread of the Internet would entail the spread of 

the English language (see, for instance, Crystal, 1997), and by extension the decline 

of other languages (see also Chapter 6 of this work), while others feared a dumbing 

down of culture (somewhat in the spirit of Hoggart, 1957). For instance, one article 

notes that while the website of the Smithsonian Museum was receiving 1.9m hits per 

week, the Playboy site was registering 4.7m hits per week (Stephen Levy, 1995). 

 

Many of the articles that were published between 1994 and 1996 were aimed at 

explaining to the public what one can do with the Internet, given that it was a new 

technology largely unfamiliar to most people. Most of the examples given of uses of 

the Internet refer the Israeli reader overseas. For instance, various articles mention 

that one can read foreign newspapers and periodicals (especially American ones, such 

as The New York Times, Time, or The Washington Post), shop in Macy‘s, visit the 

online store of a museum in Moscow, check world markets, take an interest in the 

theatre scene in New Zealand, discuss Thai food with other aficionados, and so on 

(for instance, Blizovsky, 1994c; Goldman, 1991; Gordon, 1995b; Koren, 1995). In 

other words, the experiences offered by the Internet, as represented by Israeli 

newspaper articles from its early days, are cosmopolitan, though with an undeniably 

American leaning. The Internet in Israel is represented as connecting users to the 

larger world beyond Israel‘s national borders. These representations include 
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references to the exotic and unfamiliar (Thai food, New Zealand theater), as well as to 

the familiar though out of reach (Macy‘s, The New York Times). This focus on the 

global opportunities offered by the Internet is, of course, hardly surprising, given both 

Israel‘s attraction to the United States, especially during the early 1990s, and the fact 

that most Internet sites at that time were indeed American.  

 

Another aspect of the Internet that journalists related to in its early days was sex. 

Indeed, this was a topic that quickly attracted much attention among both academics 

(such as, Lamb, 1998; McCormick & Leonard, 1996; Younger, 1997; Zizek, 1996) 

and popular writers (Hobbs, 1998; McRae, 1995). I already mentioned that one article 

compared the number of visitors to the Playboy site versus the Smithsonian 

Museum‘s site. To this can be added a number of other pieces that mention the ability 

to have cybersex along with a list of other Internet-based activities such as appears in 

the previous paragraph (Beller, 1994). However, concern is also expressed that 

relationships formed over the Internet might lead to abductions, and that children are 

liable to stumble across pornography when surfing the web (Benholm, 1995; Stephen 

Levy, 1995). 

 

A major use of the Internet reported by journalists from the early to mid-1990s is as a 

communication tool, in particular through email and chat software, as well as in 

online forums. Indeed, the Internet as a communication tool appears in many 

descriptions of it from the period (see, for example, Benholm, 1995; Blizovsky, 

1994b, 1994d; Gordon, 1995b; Koren, 1995; McGarret, 1994).  
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If the examples cited so far are mostly taken from articles aimed at laying out the 

Internet to newcomers and discussing its possible social impacts, and as such can be 

said to be intentional representations of the Internet, the following aspect of the 

representation of the Internet is far more unintentional. I am referring to the repeated 

mentions of the number of people using the Internet, the number of computers 

connected to the network, the number of countries hooked up, the number of sites, the 

rate at which the population of users is growing, and so on. Such references were 

found in all sorts of articles on the Internet, and not only in those specifically 

dedicated to documenting its growth.  One particularly notable example is an article 

that claims that 22 terabytes of information are flowing through the Internet every 

hour (Goldman, 1995). A terabyte is equal to 1,000 gigabytes, or one trillion bytes, 

but I suggest that very few readers of that article in 1995 would have known that. At 

best, the average reader would understand that a very large amount of information 

indeed is traveling around the Internet, though without having any idea as to how 

much information a terabyte actually consists of. I further suggest that such 

representations portray the Internet as having some kind of magical quality, with the 

journalists writing about the Internet standing in awe of it. As computerization 

theorist Rob Kling describes it, such depictions serve to create ―a sense of excitement 

about the new‖ (Kling, 1996c, p. 48); or as he puts it elsewhere, they ―enchant‖ us 

(Kling & Lamb, 1996, p. 21). 

 

In sum, the press tended to see the Internet as a technology with immense powers of 

social transformation, not to say revolution. Journalists wrote about how the Internet 

would penetrate all aspects of our lives, from the micro level of managing our 

personal finances, to the macro level of bringing an end to war. Their style of 
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discussing the Internet is clearly suffused with technological utopianism, and hence 

technological determinism, and this in both of the senses described above. First, by 

citing numbers of surfers, servers, rates of growth, and so on, the impression is 

created that the Internet has a life of its own, that its exponential growth is inevitable 

and detached from activities carried out by social actors. Moreover, by discussing the 

Internet as is, and not referring to the processes by which it arrived in Israel (as I do in 

Chapter 3), the impression is created that it arrived as if by magic, or entirely of its 

own accord. Second, by attributing inevitable consequences to the technology based 

on certain features of its design (its being a dispersed network implying a democratic 

politics of the Internet, for instance), journalists fell afoul of the second aspect of 

technological determinism, namely, that it will have certain inevitable social 

repercussions.  

 

These newspaper articles were not published in a social vacuum, of course. I have 

already indicated the linkage to utopian discourses of technology in the United States. 

Now I shall place these representations in the context of Israeli society in the 1990s. 

 

5.2.2 REPRESENTATIONS OF THE INTERNET IN CONTEXT 

When attributing values to a new technology, journalists are not isolated from their 

social context, and their representations do not emerge from a vacuum. This point has 

been clearly made in relation to the United States and the way that technology has 

always been part of the national imaginary (Carey, 1989; Segal, 1985; Smith, 1994). 

This implies that journalists will see in a technology values with which they are 

familiar from other spheres of their cultural and political lives. What, then, was the 

context for the way that Israeli journalists talked of democracy, openness, 
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borderlessness, and foreign cultures? A very brief historical survey will help us 

understand this. 

 

In the first decades of its existence, the state of Israel was characterised by a 

remarkable degree of collectivism. Politics, economics and culture were intensely 

intertwined, and all served the national cause. In the field of economics, for instance, 

there was an almost formal connection between economic and political power. The 

state made politically-motivated appointments to business positions and funnelled 

very large funds into various industries, and agricultural and workers‘ cooperatives, 

which in turn were steady suppliers of employment (Shapiro, 1976). Thus the Israeli 

economy developed as an extremely centralist one, with remarkably high levels of 

state intervention for a non-communist state. 

 

However, the 1980s saw a period of rapid change, led by the Emergency Stabilization 

Plan, which was intended to deal with a period of three-digit annual inflation. At root, 

the changes involved increased market influence on the economy. This included a 

program of privatisation, albeit a limited one, and the focus of industry shifted to 

exports and hi-tech (Shalev, 1999). Meanwhile, Israel was placed under pressure by 

the US to tie itself into the global economy, with the result that a large number of 

Israeli firms were no longer competitive, as protective tariffs were gradually 

cancelled. By the end of the 1990s, Israel was held up ―as a model of economic 

liberalization and successful adaptation to globalization and technological change‖ 

(Shalev, 2000, p. 129). 
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Most significantly, this was also the era of the Oslo Accords, and the beginnings of 

serious hopes for peace between Israel and the Palestinians living in the Occupied 

Territories. These hopes were sometimes expressed in blatantly economic terms of a 

peace dividend to be reaped from both reduced military expenditure, and increased 

trade as a result of the end of the Arab boycott of Israel (Ram, 2000; Shafir & Peled, 

2000a). And indeed, the early- and mid-nineties were years of economic growth and 

foreign investment. This ―normalization‖ also had a cultural side, as Israel 

experienced changes in patterns of consumption—shopping centres were opened all 

over the country, filled with more and more American shops (such as Pizza Hut, Ace 

hardware stores, Ben and Jerry‘s Ice-cream, Burger King, Kentucky Fried Chicken, 

Domino‘s Pizza, Office Depot, Toys R Us). 

 

However, as well as being a decade of increased openness, liberalization and a 

general acceptance of ―globalization‖, the nineties in Israel, as in many places across 

the globe, were also years of increased ethno-nationalist particularism (Appadurai, 

1990, 1996). In the Israeli context, efforts were made to preserve the Jewish nature of 

the state from various perceived foreign threats, be they non-Jewish immigrants, 

Reform converts, labor migrants, or the spread of ―Americanization‖ (Shafir & Peled, 

2002). This opposition to the importing of foreign, especially American, cultures took 

various forms. For instance, Israel is home to a small but dedicated group of anti-

globalization activists, and a small number of Israeli‘s can usually be found at the 

major anti-globalization rallies around the world. Those activists also organize 

demonstrations in Israel concerning the familiar range of issues: environmentalism, 

workers‘ exploitation at the hands of multi-national corporations, animal rights, 

consumerism, and so on. Opposition also comes from Zionists who fear for the 
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cultural integrity of the Jewish state. This attitude is associated with former president 

Ezer Weizman‘s famous outburst against ―the three Ms‖—Madonna, Michael Jackson 

and McDonald‘s—following the death of a number of youths at a rock concert.  

 

However, the most significant opposition to processes of globalization within Israeli 

society came from religious quarters, and especially the religious establishment. The 

import of western lifestyles was seen to lead directly to serious contraventions of 

Jewish law, and as such has been fiercely resisted. Taking place a number of years 

after the period being discussed here, but nonetheless instructive of attitudes in certain 

sectors of the ultra-Orthodox Jewish population in Israel, a Halachic ruling in 2000 

banned the use of the Internet, saying it was ―liable to bring ruin and destruction upon 

all of Israel‖ (see, for instance, Ettinger, 2007; Ragen, 2000).  

 

It is quite clear with which of these two processes the journalists and editors of the 

mainstream newspapers‘ technology sections aligned themselves. Indeed, their 

articles were suffused with the optimism of the Oslo years and resonated with the 

possibility that Israel might make peace with its neighbors, while enthusiastically 

listing the encounters with foreign cultures that the Internet enabled. So while clearly 

drawing from American techno-utopianism, Israeli representations of the Internet in 

the mid-90s also resonate with the cultural and political climate of the time, which, as 

shown above, was one of optimism, based both on Israel‘s increasing submergence in 

global (or, more accurately, western) culture and the prospects for peace with the 

Palestinians. 
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5.2.3 REPRESENTATIONS OF THE INTERNET AMONG FOUNDERS OF ISPS AND 

INTERNET PIONEERS IN ISRAEL 

So far I have dealt with representations of the Internet in the press, which were largely 

positive, and which resonated with trends in other cultural spheres in Israeli and 

global society at the time. But what of the people who were involved first hand in 

bringing the Internet to the Israeli public? How did they conceive of the very 

technology that they were instrumental in bringing to Israelis‘ homes? In my 

interviews with founders of Israel‘s first ISPs and other Internet pioneers in the 

country, I asked how they saw the Internet in its early days, and how they tried to sell 

it to others. What were they telling potential customers that they could do with the 

Internet? How did they think that the Internet might influence society? And what 

attracted them to the Internet? That is, how did they represent it to others, and how did 

they represent it to themselves? Next, I ask what motivated them to diffuse the 

Internet. Did they see the Internet as heralding a better society? If that was not what 

drove them, then why did they want to see the Internet take root in Israel? As we shall 

now see, their representations differed quite strongly from those offered by the press. 

This is not to say that my interviewees were not equally enthralled by the new 

technology as their journalist counterparts appeared to have been, but that their 

perceptions of it were focused somewhat differently. This is a finding I shall try to 

explain. 

 

5.2.4 INTERNET PIONEERS 

I term as Internet pioneers those people who had also been involved with the Internet 

in the early- to mid-1990s, and whose involvement was bereft of any financial 
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interest. When I talked with Doron Shikmoni and Hank Nussbacher, for example, 

about their part in persuading companies to ask the Ministry of Communications for 

permission to hook up to the Internet (in the days before it was freely accessible to the 

public at large), they provided me with lively descriptions of their activities at that 

time. Shikmoni, for example, still seemed to be amused that the people he tried to talk 

to about the Internet ―just didn‘t get it‖ and thought he was wasting their time. They 

did not appreciate the efficiencies to be gained from using email, he said. Nussbacher 

repeated in some detail an analogy that he had heard someone use when trying to 

explain to businesses why they should invest in Internet connectivity many years prior 

to our interview:  

Listen there‘s, in New York State there‘s a bridge between Staten Island and 

New Jersey or between Brooklyn and Staten Island I forgot which one […] 

Before the bridge was built people used to go by boats back and forth bringing 

merchandise back and forth between these two places so when you go to the 

government […] and you say ―I want to build a bridge for $20,000,000,‖ 

they‘ll say ―Well look, look how much merchandise is going between these 

two points, it‘s not really worthwhile‖. But you then have to explain to them 

that once you have this bridge and it‘s five lanes in each direction, the amount 

of traffic that can start flowing is exponential and it will generate more 

merchandise and more trade.  

 

Nussbacher and Shikmoni did not talk in the same utopian style as characterized the 

newspaper articles referred to above. Nor, for instance, did Dov Winer, a founder 

member of the Israeli chapter of the Internet Association, and another early advocate 

of the Internet in Israel. Clearly, because they were trying to sell the Internet they had 
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to adopt a more practical tone than journalists needed to, yet even when talking about 

the Internet more generally they did not adopt the kind of techno-utopianism that 

appeared in the press. That is, they argued that the Internet could increase workplace 

efficiency and increase trade, but not that it would bring about a more peaceful world.  

 

What, then, was driving these people? Why were they so keen for the Internet to catch 

on in Israel? Did they associate any kind of social agenda with the Internet? In an 

article on McDonald‘s in Israel, Illouz and myself showed how the exclusive 

franchise holder, Dr. Omri Padan, used McDonald‘s to advance certain ideological or 

political conceptions of his regarding how Israeli society should look (Illouz & John, 

2003). For instance, he has not opened branches of the restaurant in the Occupied 

Territories. Can we see a similar pattern here? Given that the Internet is an American 

technology associated with globalization, should we follow commentators such as 

Shafir and Peled (Shafir & Peled, 2002) and Levy (Y. Levy, 2007) and see it as 

possessing some kind of natural affinity with the secular left wing in Israel? Where 

Kroes asks, ―to what extent can we see the web as a carrier of cultural values and a 

mental habitus that are recognizably American?‖ (Kroes, 2003, p. 238), I ask to what 

extent the Internet pioneers in Israel saw it as such. 

 

Nussbacher‘s thoughts regarding the social implications of the Internet are 

particularly interesting in this regard, and would appear to reflect the views of most 

interviewees. ―I try to view [computer] networking as being a neutral ground‖, he 

said, explaining why he had no ideological problem helping Palestinians in the West 
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Bank to get online.
112

 He explained that the Internet in the Palestinian Authority was 

having difficulties dealing with its telecoms incumbent, PalTel, which was proving 

problematic to Palestinian Internet pioneers in a similar way that Bezeq had been 

problematic to Israeli Internet pioneers, according to Nussbacher‘s reading of the 

situation. So while the Internet may not help bridge national and ethnic divides—

Nussbacher was quite explicit on this, as I shall show presently—aiding its diffusion 

was important enough for Nussbacher to meet with ―people from Beir Zeit University 

[…] and Ramallah‖ and explain to them how Internet connectivity worked and could 

be best implemented in the territories under the control of the Palestinian Authority. 

His perception of the Internet as value-neutral, though, was best reflected in his 

comments on the effects of exposing children to diversity via the Internet. While 

children may encounter other cultures by surfing the Internet, he rebuked my 

suggestion that we might see this as leading to pluralism or tolerance, as in the 

utopian visions of the Internet. ―It doesn‘t mean you‘re tolerant‖, he explained, ―it 

means that you‘re going to learn from them, […] or learn not to do it their way‖.  

 

From the way that Nussbacher and other Internet pioneers talked about the Internet, it 

would not appear that they saw it as worth spreading because of the type of society 

that it entailed; they did not see the Internet as the harbinger of a better society. 

Indeed, the Internet was not associated by my interviewees with a political agenda of 

any kind.  

 

                                                 
112

 The prima facie reason for suspecting that there might be a problem is that Nussbacher is a Jewish 

settler living in the West Bank. 
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So the question remains: if they did not see the Internet as desirable because of certain 

inherent traits—a view eschewed by interviewees—or because they thought they 

could use it to further a social or political agenda, why did they take part in these 

struggles in the first place? Nussbacher told me, ―I can‘t put my finger on it‖, though 

he did describe the Internet as a ―great and wonderful‖ thing. Shikmoni was able to 

articulate more accurately the motivation behind his involvement, however. He 

wanted people to hook up because ―we thought it was a great thing and that it was 

very important and good that as many people as possible would be connected and 

involved with it‖. In other words, Shikmoni wanted people to get online, not because 

that would help reduce conflict in the world, for instance, but rather for its own sake. 

―You want a provocative analogy?‖, he asked me. ―It‘s like becoming religious 

[lachzor be’tshuva] […] and you want to be even bigger, and bigger, and bigger‖. 

That is, while Shikmoni tried to push the Internet by claiming that it made 

communications more efficient, in his own eyes the Internet was of value in and of 

itself, and not because email is cheaper and faster than the fax. In this sense, his 

approach to the Internet was far more emotional than rational. In this light, 

Nussbacher‘s description of his own efforts to persuade ―every single person you 

know […] to put in routers, put in lines‖ as ―evangelizing the Internet‖ takes on added 

meaning. 

 

Rather than promoting the Internet because of the better society it is meant to bring 

about, it would quite clearly appear that the Internet pioneers in Israel are instead 

representative of a long tradition of linking technology with religion. Dinerstein 

(2006) traces this tradition from Lewis Mumford, through James Carey to David 

Noble. For instance, he notes that Lewis Mumford described the American belief 
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system as ―mechano-idolatry‖ back in 1934 (Mumford, 1934), while Carey talked 

about ―the language of futurology‖ in the United States as containing ―an orientation 

of secular religiosity‖ (Carey, 1989, p. 114). These are views, then, that compare 

people‘s attitudes to technology with those of religious people towards the object of 

their worship. This would seem quite an appropriate theorization of Nussbacher and 

Shikmoni‘s actions, given their own use of religious terminology. Noble‘s argument 

is somewhat different from those that see technology as a new kind of religion 

(Noble, 1997). Instead, he sees the fascination with technology in the United States 

and other western countries as rooted precisely in those countries‘ Christian heritage. 

He argues that during the Middle Ages, technology came to be ―identified with 

transcendence, implicated as never before in the Christian idea of redemption‖ 

(Noble, 1997, p. 9). In the current case I would be hard pushed to attribute 

transcendental notions to the interviewees; it does not appear that their interest in the 

Internet was ends driven, but rather that the Internet was an end in itself.  

 

I further suggest that the work of Arnold Pacey (1983) can help us conceptualize the 

Internet pioneers‘ enthusiasm. In a lively book full of Latourian ideas—though Latour 

himself is not cited—Pacey cites a book by an American engineer, Samuel C. 

Forman, entitled The Existential Pleasures of Engineering, who claims that, ―At the 

heart of engineering lies existential joy‖ (Florman, 1976, p. 101; cited in Pacey, 1983, 

p. 80). He also refers to J.K. Galbraith‘s talk of ―technological virtuosity‖; Herbert 

York‘s notion of ―technological exuberance‖; and Mary Douglas‘ description of what 

Pacey calls ―the joy that comes through discovering and understanding how systems 

work‖ (Pacey, 1983, p. 81). That is, Pacey discusses what a technology means to the 

people who develop it—this is its ―existential‖ aspect: ―the fact remains that research, 
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invention and design, like poetry and painting and other creative activities, tend to 

become compulsive. They take on purposes of their own, separate from economic or 

military goals‖ (Pacey, 1983, p. 82). Given that the Internet pioneers in Israel in the 

mid-90s were not trying to make money
113

 or to bring about a better society—in other 

words, they do not appear to have been driven by economic goals or techno-utopian 

thought—religious and existential concepts are more useful in helping us understand 

their motivations. 

 

5.2.5  ISP OWNERS 

Having shown how the press whole-heartedly adopted the genre of technological 

utopianism, and how Internet pioneers without an economic stake in the technology 

approached it from what may fruitfully be conceived of as an existential or religious 

angle, we turn now to the owners of Israel‘s first ISPs. As with the previous two 

groups, here too I ask what values they associated with the Internet and whether they 

saw it as a force for social change. Did they hold techno-utopian beliefs, similar to 

those expressed in the press? Did they see the spread of the Internet as an end in itself, 

a quasi-religious cause? How did they represent the Internet to their potential 

customers and to themselves? 

 

Regarding the activities that the Internet enabled users to carry out, all interviewees 

were agreed that the two most important uses of the Internet in the mid-90s were 

email and the retrieval of information. (This latter quality may sound vague, but that 
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 It could be argued that their livelihood was in some way contingent on the success of the Internet, 

but it would seem false to attribute this kind of thinking to them. 
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is how many of the interviewees put it.) Email was championed over the use of fax 

machines as being faster and more efficient; while interviewees pointed to the large 

amounts of data accessible through the Internet. In particular, they related that if they 

themselves ever needed to find technical information or get technical assistance with 

the ISP companies they were setting up and running, they would find whatever they 

needed on the Internet. Some of them mentioned entertainment, but this was not 

particularly stressed; indeed, the use of the Internet for leisure was barely mentioned, 

though one ISP founder reported that he told potential private customers that a 

connection to the Internet would enable them to download free software and listen to 

pirate radio stations. While one of them pointed out to me the possibilities opened up 

to him nowadays by Internet dating sites, the practice of cybersex was not brought up 

by any of the ISP founders. What is noticeable, then, is what they did not mention. 

They did not talk about new possibilities for working from home, for instance, or 

about possibilities for making friends around the world. Unlike the press, their tone 

was mundane and practical. 

 

I asked the ISP founders how they sold the Internet, or in other words, how they 

represented the Internet to potential customers. As mentioned, they all referred to 

email and information. However, even though I asked quite specifically how they 

tried to attract customers back in the early days, notwithstanding the fact that most of 

the companies lacked the capital to embark on fully fledged advertising campaigns, 

none of the ISP founders talked in anything like the terms I encountered in press 

clippings from that period. My questions did not arouse memories of examples they 

had used in marketing materials, for instance. One interviewee even questioned the 

very need for marketing the Internet at all: he worked on the assumption that everyone 
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would want to get online, and that anyone who could afford to, would hook up. All in 

all, and perhaps somewhat surprisingly given that these are the people whose 

companies‘ raison d‘être was to persuade people to pay money for an Internet 

connectivity package, it appeared that the issue of how to sell the Internet was not one 

that interested them very much at all. Alternatively, the benefits of the Internet may 

have been so obvious to them, so deeply taken for granted, that they found it hard to 

actually verbalize them. Either way, they appear not to have thought very hard about 

how to represent the Internet to potential customers. 

 

Perhaps this is a function of the time that had elapsed between the period I was 

discussing with the interviewees (the mid-1990s) and the interviews themselves (the 

mid-2000s): maybe they had quite simply forgotten how they had tried to market their 

product. That is, they know that the main aspects that they pushed were email and the 

retrieval of information, but more than that they did not really remember. Perhaps this 

is the case, though the interviews I conducted with Internet pioneers, and their 

detailed recollections of how they tried to push the Internet, make this somewhat 

questionable. Indeed, comparing the vagueness of the ISP founders‘ recollections 

concerning their representations of the Internet with the lucidity and freshness of the 

memories of these two Israeli Internet pioneers quoted above suggests that the issue 

was much more significant for the latter than the former. 

 

In addition, I asked the ISP owners if, in the early days of the Internet, they had given 

any thought to its possible influence on society. One interviewee replied quite bluntly: 

―Not at all. I was thinking about the money we‘d earn. That‘s all‖. Another refused to 

discuss the matter, saying, ―I can‘t answer that kind of question at all‖. When pushed, 
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he said, ―There are people who think it‘s good, there are people who think it‘s bad. 

It‘s a matter of opinion‖. Others, however, were more willing to share their thoughts, 

but they tended to be quite vague and not indicative of particularly deep thought on 

the matter. One ISP founder, for instance, suggested that the global nature of the 

Internet makes one more open and broadens one‘s horizons, but did not expand much 

on that insight of his. 

 

―The Internet definitely promotes communication between people‖, said another small 

ISP founder. ―But does it bring people closer?‖ I asked him. ―I don‘t know how much. 

People are very tribal. [You] send email to your friends, surf on sites [you] like. 

[People] don‘t open ICQ and look for someone in Afghanistan so as to understand 

why we‘re fighting all the time‖. Here, then, we have an ISP founder whose 

considered opinion would seem to be that while the Internet may ―promote 

communication between people‖, you are more likely to communicate with people 

you already know than people you don‘t, let alone people from entirely different 

cultures and parts of the world. This point of view, undoubtedly aided by hindsight, is 

far from the vision of the borderless world that the Internet was seen by some as 

heralding. 

 

The ISP owners, then, certainly did not talk in the technologically utopian style of the 

press. It is not that they thought that the Internet would not bring about a better 

society; rather, they appear not to have thought about it at all. They appeared not to 

have really engaged in such issues at the time, and when prodded by me in interview, 

they seemed disinclined to explore them. The words of Ian Reinecke, cited by Kling 

(Kling, 1996b, p. 33), might apply here, if only partly: 
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Those who know most about technology are in many cases the worst equipped 

to appreciate its implications for the lives of ordinary people. Consumed by 

technical and corporate objectives that become ends in themselves, they fail to 

see that their work may very often be contrary to the interests of their fellow 

citizens (Reinecke, 1984, p. 243). 

While Reinecke‘s tone here is clearly critical, which is probably not applicable to the 

owners of ISPs in Israel, it would appear that they were ill-equipped to assess the 

implications of the Internet ―for the lives of ordinary people‖. Part of the reason for 

this may be that they were ―consumed by technical and corporate objectives‖, but 

another part may be that they were simply not very interested. This would seem to be 

borne out by their answers to questions posed about how they used their free time: 

they spend it with their families; they enjoy Hollywood movies from time to time; 

sometimes they might read some fiction; but they said nothing to indicate an interest 

in social issues. They read up on technological matters in books and magazines, but 

not on matters of technology and society. They are blind to ―the interests of their 

fellow citizens‖ not out of greed, malice, or sheer hard-nosed determination, but 

rather in the way that most people do not ask themselves how the work they do 

influences society. I offer a further explanation of this finding in the following 

concluding section. 

 

5.3 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have presented and tried to account for the ways that three different 

groups of actors surrounding the Israeli Internet in the mid-90s represented and talked 

about this new technology. In this section I shall attempt to consolidate the findings 
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presented above in relation to the tensions between the global and the local that run 

through this entire study. 

 

Another way of formulating the findings of this chapter is to ask whether each group 

was part of what Kling and Iacono call a ―computerization movement‖: 

―Computerization movements (CMs) are a kind of movement whose advocates focus 

on computer-based systems as instruments to bring about a new social order‖ (Kling 

& Iacono, 1994).
114

 The press clearly has an important role in such movements. As 

Kling and Iacono note, ―[t]he mass media has become a major promoter of the PC 

movement. Newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times run a weekly PC column. It is 

difficult to separate the effects of journalistic promotion from industry advertising.‖ 

Regarding many the newspaper pieces I reviewed, the same could most certainly be 

said. However, while the Internet pioneers seem to resemble ―[t]he most active CM 

participants [in that they tried] to persuade mass audiences and whole professions to 

computerize in a particular way‖, they were not doing so in the name of a ―new social 

order‖. At least, if they were striving to establish a ―new social order‖, all that could 

be gleaned about it from my interviews is that it is one with the Internet, as they did 

not talk explicitly about what kind of society the Internet would usher in. Meanwhile, 

the ISP owners did not even seem to be trying ―to persuade mass audiences‖ to adopt 

the Internet, at least not during the period under study.
115
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 References to this work lack page numbers because I read it online at 

http://rkcsi.indiana.edu/archive/kling/pubs/MOBIL94C.htm.  

115
 With the arrival of the large ISPs on the scene in the latter part of the 1990s as described towards the 

end of the previous chapter, the Israeli public was exposed for the first time to big budget advertising 

campaigns. There were no such campaigns during the period being discussed here. 

http://rkcsi.indiana.edu/archive/kling/pubs/MOBIL94C.htm
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Accordingly, not all three groups can be seen as taking part in a computerization 

movement to the same extent. Kling and Iacono identify five key ideological themes 

in the claims made by computerization movement activists: 

1) Computer-based technologies are central for a reformed world;  

2) Improved computer-based technologies can further reform society;  

3) More computing is better than less, and there are no conceptual limits to the 

scope of appropriate computerization;  

4) No one loses from computerization; and  

5) Uncooperative people are the main barriers to social reform through 

computing.  

I suggest that while the Israeli press can be seen as voicing all five of these themes, 

the Internet pioneers can be associated with two of them (3 and 4), and the ISP 

owners with one (number 4), which itself makes the weakest claim of the five. 

 

I would argue, then, that we understand the different groups‘ representations of the 

Internet in terms of their proximity to and the accessibility of global discourses 

regarding technology in general and the Internet in particular. Thus, as I described in 

the previous chapter, Israeli ISP owners did not feel themselves to be part of a global 

industry of Internet provision in any way. Although the Internet is perhaps the 

technology most strongly associated with globalization in public discourse over the 

last fifteen years, Israeli ISPs were run on an entirely local basis: there was no need to 

travel overseas; all the customers were local; equipment was bought from local 

representatives of foreign firms. In short, the companies were no more global than any 

other local service industry, or perhaps even less so. Not only were they not required 

to move from one national context to another in the course of running their 
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businesses, but they seemed quite indisposed to do so, refraining from joining various 

multi-national committees and forums, except on an ad hoc basis as and when they 

needed a specific piece of information.  

 

Regarding the Internet pioneers, the situation is somewhat different, but not 

qualitatively so. Being heavily involved in the political aspects of diffusing the 

Internet in Israel, in interview they showed high levels of awareness of similar 

procedures of the diffusion of the Internet in other countries. Nussbacher is an 

immigrant from the United States, where he had played a central part in installing 

BITNET,
116

 and in interview he constantly compared the Israeli Internet with its 

American version. He has made similar points in interviews with the press, where he 

complained that Israel was lagging three years behind the States in matters of Internet 

connectivity (Beller, 1994).
117

 However, as his abovementioned comment about how 

the Internet can teach us how not to behave like people from other cultures shows, his 

comparative perspective on the Internet does not imply the cultural versatility or 

tolerance of foreign cultures suggested by the concept of global habitus and a techno-

utopian outlook. Similarly, when Shikmoni talked about how early Israel set up a 

local chapter of the Internet Society relative to other countries outside the United 

States, he mentioned that this was a source of national pride, that it was meaningful 

for him that Israel should be first in these things. This was something I also sensed in 
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 Dov Winer, another key figure, was also an immigrant. 
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 This concern of Nussbacher‘s should perhaps be observed in the light of Kling and Iacono‘s 

observations about ―the most fervent advocates of computerization‖, who tend to argue that ―the actual 

pace of computerization in schools, offices, factories, and homes is too slow‖ (Kling & Iacono, 1994). 
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the way that Nussbacher talked about the Internet in Israel, and so I decided to explore 

the issue with him:  

Question: Was it important for you to see Israel make these technological 

advances? 

Answer: Absolutely, I‘m extremely Zionistic and therefore it was […] it was 

very important for me to show that the country had, you know, technical 

excellence, which is what I believed all the time, and the fact that, you know, 

Israel is always [… leading]  

Question: So it‘s important to, it‘s important that Israel should have good 

networks because… 

Answer: Zionistic. Being able, I felt that it was an important aspect of the 

country, the same way that you have to have good water supply and 

electricity.  

 

In other words, it was more important to them that the Internet in Israel be as 

advanced as possible for the sake of national pride and to ―show the world‖ that Israel 

was extremely advanced, rather than to link Israel up to the world, say, and expose its 

citizens to a range of other cultures, as suggested by the press articles presented above 

(Thai food, theater in New Zealand…). Indeed, both Nussbacher and Shikmoni told 

me how they used to spend hours writing defenses of Israeli policy and actions in 

Usenet groups. For these people, then, the Internet links in to concepts of national 

pride and international competition, not to mention insularity and a feeling of 

responsibility to defend Israel from its many enemies abroad. These are certainly not 

the manifestations of a global habitus (Illouz & John, 2003), or the expressions of 

being a ―world citizen‖.  
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The press, meanwhile, was mostly tightly linked in with global discourses of 

technology and the Internet. Articles published in the press fell squarely within the 

genre of technological utopianism and clearly represented technologically determinist 

thinking. They saw the Internet as the harbinger of a better society, and they thought 

this was the case owing to particular characteristics of the technology itself. 

 

This has an interesting implication for the way we conceive of the interface between 

globalization and technological diffusion. In particular, the closer we get to the people 

who were actually providing the Internet to people‘s houses and offices, the further 

we seem to get from global technologically determinist and utopian discourses. There 

is no doubt that the techno-utopian discourse that Katz-Kimchi showed to be so 

characteristic of the Internet industries in the United States in the 1990s was imported 

to Israel along with Internet technologies themselves; however, while the press 

rapidly adopted that discourse, the people who were actually providing access to those 

technologies, the engineers who set up Israel‘s first ISPs, hardly spoke about the 

relationship between Internet and society at all. While popular commentators wrote 

excitedly about how the Internet opened up Israel to the world, the individuals who 

owned the companies that made this possible remained extremely locally oriented.  

 

The spread of the Internet around the world was a material, infrastructural, and 

political process, as shown by Chapters 3 and 4. This chapter has shown that it was 

also a discursive process. Furthermore, though, this chapter has demonstrated that the 

two need not go together, or at least are not borne by the same agents. We have seen 

here how the people most involved in the material diffusion of the Internet quite 
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markedly set themselves apart from the discursive aspects of the process (―There are 

people who think it‘s good, there are people who think it‘s bad. It‘s a matter of 

opinion‖). In doing so, they also reject technologically determinist understandings of 

the Internet.  

 

In sum, it would appear that the closer they were to the actual provision of the Internet 

to people‘s houses in Israel of the mid-1990s, the further the actors referred to here 

were from the global discourse of technological utopianism, and the less likely they 

were to talk in the technologically determinist fashions described above. Notably, the 

ISP founders and the Internet pioneers spoke in a much less deterministic way than 

journalists writing for the press. For instance, they appear to have avoided falling into 

the pitfalls of the first sense of technological determinism—that technologies develop 

and spread according to their own internal logic. Perhaps this was because they were 

involved in the machinations of bringing it to the Israeli public. They could see that it 

did not just mystically ―arrive‖ in Israel, but was rather imported by specifiable 

individuals under specific institutional conditions. Some of them had worked in 

university computing authorities; some of them sat on government committees; all of 

them were fully aware of the political and bureaucratic processes at hand in bringing 

the Internet to Israel and opening it up to the general public. Rather than experiencing 

the Internet as a global phenomenon spreading to Israel as a matter of course, then, 

these people were witness to, and part of the struggles to bring it to Israel. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  

THE CONSTRUCTION OF HEBREW ON THE INTERNET 

6.1 INTRODUCTION  

While carrying out the interviews for this dissertation, I was surprised when a number 

of interviewees referred to conflicts over the best way to build websites in Hebrew. 

They were not talking about aesthetics or ease of use, but rather the more fundamental 

matter of how to display Hebrew letters on the screen. Why should this be an issue? 

In a nutshell, because Hebrew uses non-Latin characters and is written from right to 

left. In this chapter I explain in some detail why putting Hebrew on the Internet posed 

a problem in the first place and discuss the now dominant technologies for doing so. 

My analysis places the issue of Hebrew on the Internet within the context of 

globalization, and draws from the toolkit assembled by scholars from the Science and 

Technology Studies (STS) approach.  

 

I had known that in the early years of the Internet in Israel there had been a number of 

ways for working around the problems faced by websites wishing to publish Hebrew-

language content; and like most surfers, I had vaguely registered that in recent years I 

was no longer having any trouble viewing sites in Hebrew, but I gave the matter no 

thought. However, my interest was piqued by some of my interviewees, who placed 

issues of Hebrew in the Internet within the central flow of their narratives. As they 

variously explained how a number of competing technologies gave way to one 

dominant standard, it became clear that they were talking about a process of closure, 

defined by Misa as ―the process by which facts or artifacts in a provisional state 
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characterized by controversy are molded into a stable state characterized by 

consensus‖ (Misa, 1992, p. 110).  

 

On the face of it, devoting an entire chapter to the somewhat quirky matter of how to 

present Hebrew letters on a web page might seem like a diversion from the central 

issues of this study. There are two main reasons for believing otherwise, however. 

Firstly, while this chapter does indeed venture into new aspects of the Internet, 

tensions between the global and the local surface here too. Specifically, I explore 

what happens when a global technology meets particular local conditions that impede 

its spread. Also, I use the case of the Hebrew language on the Internet as a prism 

through which to explore assertions about cultural imperialism. Such an inquiry 

throws light on the complex ways in which the Internet is involved in processes of 

localization and globalization, particularly in relation to concerns about threats to 

minority languages purportedly posed by developments in global telecommunications. 

 

Secondly, the emphasis of this project as a whole is on infrastructural issues to do 

with the import of the Internet to Israel and its subsequent spread throughout the 

country. The previous three chapters have analyzed the Internet in terms of its 

infrastructure and organizational institutionalization, and have not asked what uses 

people put the Internet to, for instance. Similarly, in this chapter I do not ask what 

people were reading and writing in the Internet in Israel, but rather I inquire into the 

very technology that has made it possible to read and write in Hebrew on the Internet 

in the first place.  
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In theory, any technology or artifact whatsoever is amenable to the kind of 

deconstruction proposed by STS, and case studies in the field are extremely varied, 

ranging from electric cars (Callon, 1987) and ballistic missiles (MacKenzie, 1987), to 

hydraulic doorstoppers (Latour, 1992) and the color of microwave ovens (Cockburn 

& Ormrod, 1993). In such a context, it would seem acceptable to research any 

technology simply because it is there. However, beyond ―being there‖ as a 

technological artifact, I believe that a study of how Hebrew is dealt with on the 

Internet is of interest for two main reasons.  

 

Firstly, settling these issues—or bringing about their closure—has been an important 

part of the infrastructural institutionalization of the Internet in Israel. That is, 

according to interviewees, the difficulties—now resolved—of publishing Hebrew-

language content that could be read by people around the world (and not just in Israel) 

impeded the growth of the Internet in Israel.
118

 Nowadays, though, it is as easy to 

publish a blog in Hebrew as it is in English, for instance. Moreover, given that 

developments in Israel were tightly tied in to global processes, as I shall explain 

below, and given that Hebrew is of course not the only language with special 

complications in computing, one would expect to find that parallel controversies have 

also been part of the institutionalization of the Internet in other countries. Findings 

regarding Hebrew might thus be expected to apply to other languages as well. 

 

This leads us into the second reason for taking an interest in this subject—the so-

called ―multilingual Internet‖. As it was emerging as a global phenomenon, 

commentators often noted that the Internet appeared to be a primarily English-

                                                 
118

 Similar problems were reported in Japan (Shapard, 1993). 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 228 

language domain. Some critics even saw this as part of an ongoing colonialist attempt 

to dominate peripheral, non-English language speaking parts of the world. For 

instance, Phillipson asserted that, 

In the next phase of imperialism, neo-neo-colonialism, Centre-Periphery 

interaction will be increasingly by means of international communications. 

Computer technology will obviate the need for the physical presence of the 

exploiters. New communications technology will step up the Centre‘s attempt 

to control people‘s consciousness. This will play an ever-increasing role in 

order to strengthen control over the means of production. For this to be 

effective requires the Centre‘s cultural and linguistic penetration of the 

Periphery (Phillipson, 1992, p. 53). 

 

In the early 1990s, when the proportion of English-language websites was extremely 

high (around 80%, see Figure 2), concerns about ―language death‖ and the 

ascendancy of English might not have seemed too far off the mark (Brenzinger, 1992; 

Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). Not only was the Internet in English, but, as I explain 

below, the Roman alphabet seemed hard-wired into its very architecture. Writing in 

1993 about Japanese exclusionism on the Internet, Jeffrey Shapard argued: 

Narrow vision, one-byte seven-bit ASCII biases,
119

 the assumptions about 

character coding that arise from them, inadequate international standards, and 

local solutions that disregard what international standards there are and that 

pay no heed to the ramifications for others—all these are serious related 

problems that inhibit, rather than enhance, increased connectivity and 

communication (Shapard, 1993, p. 256) 

                                                 
119

 I explain the meaning of this below. 
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For a while, then, it seemed that the Internet was set to be hugely dominated by 

English, with severe repercussions for those not literate in that language, as well as for 

languages written in a different alphabet: as the world became digitized, it was feared 

that languages left off the Internet would soon disappear from the world altogether. 

 

This has been the subject of intense political concern, especially in the divisions of 

UNESCO that deal with linguistic and cultural diversity. UNESCO‘s Universal 

Declaration on Cultural Diversity, for instance, states: 

While ensuring the free flow of ideas by word and image, care should be 

exercised that all cultures can express themselves and make themselves 

known. Freedom of expression, media pluralism, multilingualism, equal 

access to art and to scientific and technological knowledge, including in 

digital form, and the possibility for all cultures to have access to the means of 

expression and dissemination are the guarantees of cultural diversity 

(UNESCO, 2001, emphasis added).  

Of course, there would be no need to have made such a declaration unless the 

opposite state of affairs was held to pertain.  

 

In 2003, UNESCO even adopted a ―Recommendation concerning the Promotion and 

Use of Multilingualism and Universal Access to Cyberspace‖, in which it explicitly 

states its belief in ―[p]romoting linguistic diversity in cyberspace‖ (UNESCO, 2003). 

Again, this would not have been said unless there were fears of a lack of linguistic 

diversity in cyberspace. 
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Since then, however, trends have shown that there are more and more non-English 

speaking surfers (see Figure 7) and non-English websites (see Figure 8). More than 

half of those surfing the web do not speak English as their mother tongue, and 

significantly less than half of all websites are written in English (see Crystal, 2001; 

and the collection of articles in Danet & Herring, 2003). 

 

 

FIGURE 7 - BASED ON HTTP://GLOBAL-REACH.BIZ/GLOBSTATS/EVOL.HTML 
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FIGURE 8 - PROPORTION OF WEBSITES IN ENGLISH: 1998 VS. 2003 

 

At the same time, a strong case has been made against the assumption that English 

would colonize the Internet. ―[T]he forces of economic globalization do not have a 

vested interest in the global spread of English‖, wrote Daniel Dor, rebuffing 

Phillipson, though perhaps with the advantage of hindsight. Instead, ―[t]hey have a 

short-term interest in penetrating local markets through local languages and a long-

term interest in turning these languages into commodified tools of communication‖ 

(Dor, 2004, p. 98).  

 

Although the effect of the Internet on the world‘s linguistic diversity is an issue to 

which I shall return, feeding in as it does to key issues in theories of globalization, I 

am more interested in the technology behind the multilingual Internet than its cultural 

ramifications per se. Thus, while some researchers have asked how people use the 

Internet in a language that is not their mother tongue (Kelly Holmes, 2004; 
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Koutsogiannis & Mitsikopoulou, 2003), this chapter asks instead how it is that they 

can use the Internet to communicate in their mother tongue at all, especially when that 

language is written in a different script and in a different direction to English. These 

are conditions that pertain to CJK (Chinese, Japanese and Korean) languages 

(Shapard, 1993) and to Arabic (Allouche, 2003; Peel, 2004), but also to Hebrew, the 

case around which this chapter is organized. 

 

The primary theoretical motivation for enquiring into what would seem to be a banal 

subject, comes, as mentioned, from the field of Science and Technology Studies 

(STS). STS teaches us that we should never take the consensual status of any 

technology for granted, and we should certainly not treat it as the inevitable outcome 

of purely technological developments. Instead we should problematize it and ask 

questions about ―relevant social groups‖ (Pinch & Bijker, 1987), social context, or 

coalitions of human and non-human actors (or ―actants‖ (Latour, 1987, 1992)). In 

other words, we should resist technologically determinist accounts of technology, 

accounts based on ―the idea that technology develops as the sole result of an internal 

dynamic, and then, unmediated by any other influence, molds society to fit its 

patterns‖ (Winner, 1999, p. 29). This resistance has two aspects: the first relates to the 

process by which a technology has come to be where it is, while the second refers to 

consequences of that technology. Simply put, neither the development of a technology 

nor its purported impacts should be seen as inevitable (Bijker, Hughes, & Pinch, 

1987; Bijker & Law, 1992b; MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999). 

 

As well as offering the chance to contribute to the refinement of this body of theory, a 

case study guided by STS should also bring up other theoretical issues. That is, while 
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opening the ―black box‖ of a technology can be interesting in and of itself, it is even 

more theoretically valuable when the findings apply to bodies of theory external to the 

STS paradigm. However, it cannot be known in advance which bodies of theory these 

will be; rather, this must be extrapolated from the empirical investigation of the 

particular case. Accordingly, this chapter is both an exercise in the implementation of 

a certain research program as well as an argument about the way the technological 

development under discussion suggests a theoretical contribution to globalization 

studies. 

 

In what follows I shall outline the problems of working with Hebrew on the Internet 

before presenting what has become the consensual way for dealing with them. Both 

the problems and the solution have two aspects, one more specific to Hebrew 

(directionality), and one more generally applicable to non-English scripts (encoding). 

After explaining the problems and their solution, I return to the problematic of the 

―multilingual Internet‖. Towards the end of the chapter, I propose that the way that 

different languages have come to be accommodated in the Internet indicates a process 

of localization through globalization.  

 

6.2 BACKGROUND: THE PROBLEM OF HEBREW AND THE INTERNET  

The problems of working with Hebrew in the context of the Internet are a subset of 

the problems of working with Hebrew in computing more generally. Indeed, the 

technological history of Hebrew in computers is long and involved, most of which lies 

beyond the scope of this study. However, the common themes running through the 
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shared history of Hebrew and computers concern two simple facts about Hebrew. 

Firstly, it is written with non-Latin letters, and secondly, it is written from right to left.  

 

6.2.1 ENCODING 

The first problem—that Hebrew is written with non-Latin letters—is known as the 

problem of encoding. I shall come to the historical source of this problem presently, 

but first we need to understand exactly what the problem is. When computers store 

text, they do not store the letters per se, but rather encode them into numbers (which 

are rendered in binary form, that is, in ones and zeroes). If another computer wants to 

put those letters on its screen (as is the case whenever I read any document on my 

computer), it converts the numbers back into letters. It does this by consulting a map, 

which tells it, for example, that the code number 97 represents the letter ―a‖. For 

many years, the dominant map was known as ASCII (American Standard Code for 

Information Interchange) (Jennings, 1999). This map was constructed in seven-bit 

code, meaning that it had room for 128 characters, which was plenty for anyone 

wishing to use a computer to write text in English.
120

 However, this caused a problem 

for languages with extra letters and symbols. How were Scandinavian languages, or 

even French and German, to cope?  

 

                                                 
120

 In slightly more technical terms: a seven-bit code is one that uses binary numbers of up to seven 

digits in length. Such a code will therefore have 2x2x2x2x2x2x2=128 different binary numbers.  
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Fortunately, it was not too difficult to turn the seven-bit ASCII code into an eight-bit 

code,
121

 thus doubling the space available for new letters and characters. Different 

countries began exploiting the new empty spaces by filling them with their own 

specific characters. This created a situation whereby each country had its own map, or 

code sheet, where positions 0-127 reproduced the regular ASCII encoding, but where 

positions 128-255 were occupied by their own alphabet, accented letters, and so on.  

 

This meant that my computer could no longer just consult a map in order to work out 

which letters it should be showing me on my screen. It must also make sure that it is 

looking at the correct map, of which there were now a large number (up to 16). For 

instance, the code number 240 could mean the Greek letter π (pi) (according to the 

Greek version of the map, see Figure 9), or the Hebrew letter נ (nun) (according to the 

Hebrew version of the map, see Figure 10). This implies that if I wish to publish an 

Internet site, I must add something to the code of that site that tells other computers 

which map to consult. Not to do so would be like telling you to meet me at a street 

map grid reference, but without telling you which city‘s street map I was referring to. 

Without directing the computer to the correct map, or, in other words, without telling 

it which encoding was used in writing the original document, a surfer might receive a 

page of gibberish, a very common experience for Israeli Internet users until recently 

(see Figure 11).  

                                                 
121

 Again, the reason is technical, but simple: bits always come in groups of eight. Therefore, a seven-

bit piece of code always starts with a 0. If you turn that 0 into a 1 (thereby making it an eight-bit code), 

you have another 128 numbers at your disposal. (See also Haible, 2001). 
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FIGURE 9 - THE ISO CHARACTER MAP FOR GREEK 

 

 

FIGURE 10 - THE ISO CHARACTER MAP FOR HEBREW 
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FIGURE 11 - A HEBREW WEBSITE IN WHICH THE HEBREW LETTERS ARE REPRESENTED 

AS GIBBERISH 

 

This system—whereby different countries and alphabets had their own specific 

map—bore other potential problems: for instance, a document encoded with the 

Hebrew map would not be able to include Greek characters—you could not refer to 

both maps at the same time. In addition, if you did not have the necessary map 

installed on your computer, then you simply would not be able to read documents 

encoded according to that map.
122

 Although it is not a problem that faces Hebrew, it 

should be mentioned at this juncture that there are of course languages that have far 

more than 127 characters (the ―vacant‖, second half of the eight-bit map). For such 

languages (especially East Asian languages), which might have thousands of different 

characters, the ad hoc eight-bit method adopted by European countries for encoding 

their special characters is obviously inadequate. 

 

                                                 
122

 In Russia, where there were several different ways for encoding Russian characters, this could be 

particularly problematic. Similar problems are reported with Hindi (Paolillo, 2005, pp. 54-55). 



The Arrival of the Internet in Israel – Nicholas John 

 

 238 

The first problem, then, is one of encoding. The tiny ASCII map quickly turned out to 

be inadequate with regard other languages‘ letters and characters, resulting in the ad 

hoc creation of a large number of language-specific maps, a solution which in itself 

created new problems. 

 

6.2.2 DIRECTIONALITY 

The second problem is that of directionality, and is much more specific to Hebrew 

(and Arabic, of course). Computers were mainly developed in the United States, and 

just as this explains why ASCII was considered a good encoding system (Shapard, 

1993), it also explains why computer code is written from left to right; after all, this 

was what came naturally to western computer programmers. However, we can see 

how this creates problems for Hebrew if we consider Internet pages. When we surf 

the net, our browser reads a source page and does what that page tells it to do (for 

instance, put this picture here, make this word link to another site, and so on). This 

source page, which includes the text that we see on our screen, is written from left to 

right, and our computers read it from left to right. This creates special problems for 

languages that are written from right to left. Specifically, it poses the question of how 

to write them in the source page.  

 

Less significant variations notwithstanding, there have been two main ways for 

working with the directionality of Hebrew on the Internet.
123

 The first method is 

known as visual Hebrew, and involves writing the Hebrew in the source page back to 

                                                 
123

 Here too it is worth nothing that these problems have a longer history than I can deal with in this 

chapter. 
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front so that the browser will display it the right way round. This method was 

dominant for the first few years of the Internet, and received governmental backing in 

June 1997, which was not formally rescinded until 2003.
124

 The second method is 

known as logical Hebrew, and allows Hebrew to be written from right to left in the 

source page. It is this method that has become the standard, as I shall explain below. 

 

Experts have pointed out the technical disadvantages of visual Hebrew as compared to 

logical Hebrew. They note that the kind of line breaks that word processors 

automatically put in text that we type do not work with visual Hebrew. Instead, one 

has to insert ―hard‖ line breaks. If a surfer reading such a site then changes the size of 

either the font or the browser‘s window, this can have the undesirable consequence of 

jumbling up the order of the lines and rendering the text quite illegible. More 

significantly, however, they note that creating visual web pages is more costly than 

creating logical ones, as some kind of flipping mechanism is required to turn the text 

back to front before it can be put in the source page. Similarly, copying text from a 

visual Hebrew web page into another program, such as a word processor, requires the 

same flipping process, otherwise the copied text appears back to front (see, for 

instance, Dagan, n.d.).  

 

Given that logical Hebrew predates the popularity of the Internet, these serious 

problems with visual Hebrew raise the question of how it remained dominant for so 

                                                 
124

 Though the process leading up to the decision was started in 2001. See 

http://www.itpolicy.gov.il/topics_websites/takam5.htm and 

http://takam.mof.gov.il/doc/horaot/takam5.nsf/0/369e2da72849cd7d422567ed002b8c66?OpenDocume

nt (in Hebrew). 

http://www.itpolicy.gov.il/topics_websites/takam5.htm
http://takam.mof.gov.il/doc/horaot/takam5.nsf/0/369e2da72849cd7d422567ed002b8c66?OpenDocument
http://takam.mof.gov.il/doc/horaot/takam5.nsf/0/369e2da72849cd7d422567ed002b8c66?OpenDocument
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long. If, as is common knowledge among programmers and web designers in Israel,
125

 

logical Hebrew is so much better than visual Hebrew, why did it take so long for it to 

establish itself as the standard? By way of a partial answer we can offer Wajcman‘s 

comments made against technological determinism: ―it is not necessarily technical 

efficiency but rather the contingencies of socio-technical circumstances and the play 

of institutional interests that favour one technology over another‖ (Wajcman, 2002, p. 

352). It is to those socio-technical circumstances that we shall return.  

 

6.3 THE TWO-FOLD SOLUTION 

Nowadays, there is little controversy over how to deal with Hebrew on the Internet. 

The consensual solution has two institutionally interrelated but technologically 

separate parts, each of which deals with a different aspect of the problems presented 

above. As I shall explain below, the solution involves using Unicode to solve the 

problem of encoding and logical Hebrew to solve the problem of directionality.  

 

As mentioned, anti-determinist arguments have two aspects—one referring to the 

process of technological development, and the other referring to the impacts of 

technology. The following discussion of the dominance of logical Hebrew illustrates 

the first aspect, while the discussion of Unicode lays more emphasis on the second.  

 

                                                 
125

 I base this statement on interviews with actors involved in the development of technologies for 

dealing with Hebrew on the Internet, and on extensive reading of websites on the issue. 
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6.3.1 DIRECTIONALITY 

The recognized solution for working with the problem of directionality in Hebrew 

websites is to build them using logical Hebrew, and the first years of the millennium 

saw a number of high profile Israeli sites make the move from visual to logical 

Hebrew.
126

 As mentioned, this is now the standard used in government websites, and, 

in addition, it was incorporated into HTML 4.01
127

 as far back ago as 1999.
128

  

 

The implementation of visual Hebrew for the Internet was largely developed by Dudi 

Rashty in his capacity as an employee of the Hebrew University‘s Computing 

Authority.
129

 The dominance of logical Hebrew nowadays, however, has a lot to do 

with Microsoft, a fact that led to the expression of opprobrious opinions in a number 

of Internet-based forums. The rhetoric in such sites was similar to the anti-Microsoft 

diatribes often repeated with regard to Microsoft‘s software,
130

 marketing, and so 

on.
131

 I shall not here discuss this rhetoric at length, though it would appear that 

Microsoft‘s involvement was less sinister than its detractors would have us believe: 

Microsoft wanted to enter the Middle Eastern market and quickly learnt that there 

                                                 
126

 Such as ynet.co.il and haaretz.co.il. 

127
 HTML is a language in which web pages are written, and is overseen by the World Wide Web 

Consortium, the body that maintains HTML and publishes HTML standards (see www.w3.org).  

128
 Though not at the expense of visual Hebrew, which is still supported by HTML 4.01, primarily to 

ensure backward compatibility with older sites. 

129
 I interviewed Dudi Rashty on 25/11/2004. 

130
 See sites such as http://www.microsuck.com/ and the site of the Anti-Microsoft Association 

(http://users.aol.com/machcu/amsa.html). 

131
 See, for instance, http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-1340848,00.html and 

http://www.evrit.co.il/evrit/in-heb.htm (both in Hebrew).  

http://www.w3.org/
http://www.microsuck.com/
http://users.aol.com/machcu/amsa.html
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-1340848,00.html
http://www.evrit.co.il/evrit/in-heb.htm
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were a number of ways of dealing with Hebrew directionality issues. It 

understandably wanted one standard to be agreed upon that it could subsequently 

integrate into its operating system, but expressed no opinion as to which standard that 

should be. Indeed, this was Microsoft‘s policy in every country that it entered. The 

standard that was decided upon in Israel was that of logical Hebrew, which was 

subsequently integrated within Windows. The fact that around 90% of the world‘s 

desktop computers have some version of Windows installed
132

 is part of the 

explanation for the dominance of logical Hebrew as the consensual standard. In other 

words, while Microsoft may have brought the issue to a head, it did not offer a priori 

support to one standard over another. Because the standard adopted was given the 

nickname ―Microsoft Hebrew‖, Microsoft was more closely associated with it than 

was actually the case.
133

 

 

Moreover, as powerful as Microsoft has become, its success has depended on the 

personal computer (PC) replacing mainframe computer systems. This suggests that 

the dominance of logical Hebrew can be partly explained in terms of actor-network 

theory (ANT), and particularly its recognition that non-human actors, termed actants, 

may play as important a role in constituting technology as human ones. As John Law 

puts it, a successful account of a technology is one that stresses ―the heterogeneity of 

the elements involved in technological problem solving‖ (Law, 1987). ANT also 

teaches us to view technologies as contingent ways of dividing up tasks between 

                                                 
132

 It would be fair to presume similar numbers in Israel as in the rest of the world. 

133
 This was related to me in interview by Jonathan Rosenne, an Israeli programmer and expert on 

issues of Hebrew on the Internet. This expertise is reflected in his participation in pertinent committees 

in Israel and overseas (his website can be found at http://www.qsm.co.il/Hebrew/index.html). I 

interviewed Rosenne on 26/2/2006. 

http://www.qsm.co.il/Hebrew/index.html
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humans and objects, an idea illustrated by Latour in his playful piece on hydraulic 

doorstops (Latour, 1992). In that paper, Latour describes how a hydraulic doorstop 

ensures that a door is closed (quietly) after it has been opened (thus keeping out the 

cold). His point is that although this is a task that a person could carry out, it has been 

allocated to a machine instead. Accordingly, it seems appropriate to introduce into 

this analysis two objects—the dumb terminal of a mainframe computer system, and 

the personal computer—a move which requires a small amount of explication.  

 

Simply put, representing visually stored text on a screen demands much less computer 

power than representing logically stored text. Indeed, dumb terminals—display 

monitors attached to mainframes with no processing capabilities of their own—were 

barely capable of doing so. Visual Hebrew was an apt solution for the world of 

mainframes; indeed, it was quite possibly the only solution. Personal computers, 

however, offered much more computer power and were more than capable of putting 

logical Hebrew on screen (Figure 12 shows the growth in PC sales from 1980 to 

2004). Because using logical Hebrew saves time at the programming end—it cuts out 

the ―flipping‖ stage because you do not need to turn the Hebrew back to front—

programmers preferred it.
134

 In terms taken from ANT, therefore, we can understand 

the shift from mainframes to PCs as also involving the redistribution of a certain task, 

namely, ―flipping‖ Hebrew text: the dumb terminal was not able to do so, and so a 

human had to do it; the PC, however, is able to take on that task by itself.  

                                                 
134

 This was explained to me in interview by senior IBM employee, Matitiahu Allouche, with whom I 

met on 15/2/2006. 
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FIGURE 12 - BASED ON PERSONAL COMPUTER MARKET SHARE: 1975-2004, 

HTTP://WWW.PEGASUS3D.COM/TOTAL_SHARE.HTML, RETRIEVED 20/2/2006 

 

This, however, merely begs another question to do with the timing of the dominance 

of logical Hebrew in the Internet: if ―everyone knew‖ that logical Hebrew was better 

(apart from a few anti-Microsoft writers), and if Microsoft starting integrating it into 

its operating system from the early 1990s, how do we explain the Israeli government‘s 

decision in 1997 that all government sites must be written in visual Hebrew? Why 

was logical Hebrew not adopted for use on the Internet at this stage?  

 

Again, the answer does not lie with the technological superiority of one solution over 

another, but rather with a particular aspect of computing at the time, namely, the 

political economy of web browsers. In 1997, the most popular Internet browser by far 

was Netscape Navigator (see Figure 13), a browser that did not support logical 

Hebrew. In other words, sites written in logical Hebrew would simply not be viewable 
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in the browser that was installed on most people‘s computers. Netscape Navigator did 

support visual Hebrew, however.
135

 Therefore, if you wanted to write a website that 

would be accessible to the largest number of people—users of Netscape Navigator—

you would do so using visual Hebrew. Netscape Navigator only introduced support 

for logical Hebrew in version 6.1, which was released in August 2001. By this time 

Microsoft‘s browser, Internet Explorer, had attained supremacy, and it, of course, had 

full support for logical Hebrew (by virtue of it being produced by Microsoft).  

 

Previously, then, there had been a trade-off between ease of website design and 

number of potential surfers to that site—you would want to make the site in logical 

Hebrew, but most people were using a browser that would not let them see that site. 

With the emergence of Internet Explorer, however, there was no longer any need to 

make the trade-off. If in the past Hebrew readers outside of Israel would only be able 

read Hebrew websites written in logical Hebrew if they had an operating system 

specially designed to do so, now they could read websites in logical Hebrew without 

having to carry out any special actions (such as downloading and installing Hebrew 

fonts, a task that many found taxing). 

                                                 
135

 More precisely, Netscape Navigator would show sites written in visual Hebrew but without 

realizing it was doing so—this required the development of a special font that the end user had to 

install. By using this font, the browser would be made to think it was dealing with Latin text, while the 

surfer would see letters in the Hebrew font. 
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FIGURE 13 - SOURCE: 

HTTP://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/WIKI/USAGE_SHARE_OF_WEB_BROWSERS 

 

In summary, for quite understandable technical reasons, programmers and web 

designers have long preferred to produce sites using logical Hebrew. However, 

following an STS research agenda, this section has shown that the dominance of that 

standard has more to do with changes in computer hardware, Microsoft‘s interest in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s in global expansion, and the success of that company‘s 

browser, at the expense of Netscape Navigator, than purely technical aspects. 

 

6.3.2 ENCODING 

6.3.2.1 THE ORIGINS OF UNICODE   

The consensual solution to the problem of encoding has been provided by the 

Unicode Consortium, whose website declares: ―Unicode provides a unique number 

for every character, no matter what the platform, no matter what the program, no 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Usage_share_of_web_browsers
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matter what the language‖.
136

 In other words, instead of each set of scripts and 

alphabets requiring their own map, as explained above, Unicode provides one huge 

map for all of them. It offers a standardized way of encoding all documents in all 

languages. As Gillam writes in his guidebook on the subject, Unicode solves the 

problem of encoding  

by providing a unified representation for the characters in the various written 

languages. By providing a unique bit pattern for every single character, you 

eliminate the problem of having to keep track of which of many different 

characters this specific instance of a particular bit pattern is meant to represent 

(Gillam, 2003, p. 7).  

 

Put even more simply, Unicode makes it impossible that the same number might refer 

to more than one character, as we saw with the example of code number 240 being 

able to represent both the Greek letter pi and the Hebrew letter nun.  

 

The appearance and increasing popularity of Unicode have been met with widespread 

(but not universal) approval across the computing industry. Indeed, articles in 

newspapers and trade magazines greeted Unicode extremely warmly (for instance, 

Ellsworth, 1991; Johnston, 1991; Schofield, 1993). For example, one article in a trade 

magazine talks about how Unicode is ―bringing more of the world in‖ (P. Hoffman, 

2000). The Unicode Consortium itself claims that ―[t]he emergence of the Unicode 

Standard, and the availability of tools supporting it, are among the most significant 

recent global software technology trends‖ (Unicode Consortium, 2004). In a book on 

Unicode for programmers, Tony Graham deploys Victor Hugo to describe it as ―an 

                                                 
136

 http://www.unicode.org/standard/WhatIsUnicode.html 

http://www.unicode.org/standard/WhatIsUnicode.html
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idea whose time has come‖ (T. Graham, 2000, p. 3), and says that for him it is a 

―dream come true‖ (p. x).  

 

However, there are three elements of the discourse surrounding Unicode which call 

for sociological attention. The first is the determinist tendency to represent Unicode as 

the next stage in a natural process. The second is the existence of alternatives to the 

dominant technology. The third is a discussion of the technology‘s purported 

―impacts‖.  

 

The first element—the tendency to see Unicode as the outcome of an almost natural 

process of development—can be seen, for instance, in an article by a programmer and 

writer who terms Unicode ―the next evolution‖ for alphabets (Celko, 2003). In their 

books, both Graham and Gillam present Unicode as the natural and obvious solution 

to a problematic state of affairs. In keeping with technological determinist ways of 

thinking, they talk as if Unicode was out there waiting to be discovered. 

 

One way of presenting an alternative to this discourse is to use the concept of 

―relevant social groups‖, and particularly Pinch and Bijker‘s assertion that ―a problem 

is only defined as such, when there is a social group for which it constitutes a 

‗problem‘‖ (Pinch & Bijker, 1987, p. 414). To this we could add that the relevant 

social group also needs to have the means of formulating and disseminating a 

solution. Unicode expert Tony Graham, for instance, offers an explanation of the 

origins of Unicode: 

The Unicode effort was born out of frustration by software manufacturers with 

the fragmented, complicated, and contradictory character encodings in use 
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around the world. The technical difficulties that emerged from having to deal 

with different coded character sets meant that software had to be extensively 

localized before it could be released into different markets. This meant that the 

―other language‖ versions of software had to be significantly changed 

internally because of the different character handling requirements, which 

resulted in delays. Not surprisingly, the locale-specific character handling 

changes were regrafted onto each new version of the base software before it 

could be released into other markets (T. Graham, 2000, p. x). 

 

This is borne out by other histories of Unicode, which locate the origins of its 

invention in the difficulties of rendering a piece of English-language software into an 

Asian language. And indeed, the Unicode project was initiated by programmers at 

Xerox and Apple.
137

 The most obvious relevant social group, then, is clearly that of 

computer programmers working in multi-lingual environments.  

 

Their superiors also had a clear interest in Unicode insofar as it can dramatically 

reduce the time it takes to turn software from English into another language.
138

 For 

instance, the American version of Microsoft Windows 3.0 was released in May 1990, 

but the Japanese version was shipped only 18 months later. Partly thanks to the 

technology being discussed here, the English and Japanese versions of Windows 2000 

were released on the same date. More generally, the time spent reprogramming 

                                                 
137

 See http://www.unicode.org/history/ for a more detailed account. 

138
 A process known as ―internationalization‖, ―the process of planning and implementing products and 

services so that they can easily be adapted to specific local languages and cultures‖ 

(http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/0,,sid9_gci212303,00.html).  

http://www.unicode.org/history/
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/0,,sid9_gci212303,00.html
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software for foreign markets costs businesses money. Unicode is thus represented as 

aiding in computer companies‘ internationalization efforts. 

 

However, another social group can be identified which is enjoying the spread of 

Unicode, but which could not have developed it itself. This group is made up of 

librarians, who have been working with large numbers of scripts ever since the 

profession was created.
139

 To take a random example, the Ohio State University 

Libraries contain over 45,000 records in Arabic, Hebrew and Japanese, and over 

150,000 volumes in Chinese. The implementation of Unicode means that students of 

Chinese, for example, can search for titles and authors using Chinese characters, and 

without having to guess at how they might have been transliterated into Latin text.
140

 

It also means that libraries with multi-lingual holdings can maintain them all in a 

single database, with all the implications for more efficient information management 

and searching.  

 

The social group of librarians, then, suggests a refinement to the original formulation 

of the concept of the relevant social group. The same kinds of problems that drove 

computer programmers to rethink encoding issues had been troubling librarians for 

many years previously. Unicode was created, however, when a social group with the 

means of developing a solution defined it as a problem; in other words, it is not 

enough for a problem to be defined as such—it must be so defined by a relevant social 

                                                 
139

 A search for ―Unicode‖ in the ISI Web of Knowledge, for example, returns 62 results, 20 of which 

are for articles in journals to do with librarianship and information retrieval (search conducted June 29, 

2006). 

140
 See http://www.iii.com/news/pr_template.php?id=248.  

http://www.iii.com/news/pr_template.php?id=248
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group that has the knowledge and the capital to come up with a solution. It is in this 

sense that the timing of the appearance of Unicode should be seen as contingent on its 

social context, and not as the inevitable result of internal technological developments. 

 

The concept of relevant social groups can also be deployed in order to understand the 

limits of Unicode, whose focus has largely been on scripts used in business. For the 

core membership of Unicode, the problem that it purports to solve is that of 

internationalization. However, alternative relevant social groups, such as UNESCO 

and the Script Encoding Initiative,
141

 attribute different meaning to the project. For the 

latter, the importance of successfully integrating a minority language into Unicode has 

nothing to do with business; rather, it ―will help to promote native-language 

education, universal literacy, cultural preservation, and remove the linguistic barriers 

to participation in the technological advancements of computing‖.
142

 Moreover, the 

reasons given by such groups for the absence of minority languages from Unicode are 

explicitly political and include references to the relative poverty of speakers of 

minority languages, the obvious barriers they face in attending standardization 

meetings and drawing up proposals, and the fact that they do not constitute a large 

consumer base. UNESCO devotes a large section of its website to the issue of 

multilingualism on the Internet, and its framing of the issue is patently clear. A page 

entitled Multilingualism in Cyberspace opens with the following sentence: ―Today 

various forces threaten linguistic diversity, particularly on the information 

                                                 
141

 See http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei. 

142
 http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei/  

http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei
http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei/
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networks‖,
143

 thus locating their interest in encoding issues in the field of language 

preservation. However, it is also framed as pertaining to the digital divide:  

Increasingly, knowledge and information are key determinants of wealth 

creation, social transformation and human development. Language is the 

primary vector for communicating knowledge and traditions, thus the 

opportunity to use one‘s language on global information networks such as the 

Internet will determine the extent to which one can participate in the emerging 

knowledge society. Thousands of languages worldwide are absent from 

Internet content and there are no tools for creating or translating information 

into these excluded tongues. Huge sections of the world‘s population are thus 

prevented from enjoying the benefits of technological advances and obtaining 

information essential to their wellbeing and development. Unchecked, this will 

contribute to a loss of cultural diversity on information networks and a 

widening of existing socio-economic inequalities. 

 

Likewise, linguistics expert and UNESCO consultant John Paolillo writes that, ―[f]or 

the Internet to allow equivalent use of all of the world‘s languages, Unicode needs to 

be more widely adopted‖ (Paolillo, 2005, p. 73). 

 

This is an example of what the literature terms ―interpretive flexibility‖ (Kline & 

Pinch, 1996; Pinch & Bijker, 1987). For one group Unicode is a way to simplify 

software internationalization and thus increase profit margins, while for another it is a 

means of preserving endangered languages and narrowing the digital divide. The 

                                                 
143

 http://portal.unesco.org/ci/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=16539&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html  

http://portal.unesco.org/ci/en/ev.php-URL_ID=16539&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/ci/en/ev.php-URL_ID=16539&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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former interpretation is currently dominant, though organizations such as the Script 

Encoding Initiative and UNESCO are trying to impose their interpretation as well.
144

  

 

In short, the concepts of a relevant social group and interpretive flexibility can help to 

explain the emergence of Unicode and the current struggles over which character sets 

are to be included in it and how.  

 

The second aspect that a student of technology must highlight is that of alternatives to 

the dominant technology. That is, we must avoid the tendency to see the ―victorious‖ 

technology as the only one in the field (Pinch & Bijker, 1987) and make room in our 

analyses for competing, though less successful technologies too. Crucially, both 

successful and unsuccessful technologies must be analyzed on the same terms and 

with the same tools. With the case of Hebrew, we saw how visual Hebrew constituted 

competition to logical Hebrew; with Unicode, the competition, such as it is, would 

seem to be coming from what is known as the TRON project, a Japanese-based 

multilingual computing environment.
145

 Raising a theme to which I shall return 

below, a senior engineer from that project sees the ascendancy of Unicode as directly 

linked to its support from leading US computer manufacturers and software houses, 

who promoted Unicode for reasons of economic gain, not out of consideration for the 

end user. Indeed, the full members of the Unicode Consortium include Microsoft, 

Apple, Google, Yahoo!, HP, IBM, Oracle, Adobe, and Sun Microsystems.
146

 Their 

                                                 
144

 An attempt to include the Klingon script (from the Star Trek series) failed, showing how a certain 

interpretation of Unicode was rejected by that organization‘s institutions.  

145
 See http://tronweb.super-nova.co.jp/characcodehist.html, accessed 3/7/2006.  

146
 See http://www.unicode.org/consortium/memblogo.html for a full list of the consortium‘s members. 

http://tronweb.super-nova.co.jp/characcodehist.html
http://www.unicode.org/consortium/memblogo.html
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economic gain, it is argued, lies in the development of a unified market, especially 

across East Asia, which would ―make it easier for U.S. firms to manufacture and 

market computers around the world‖.
147

 Programmer Steven J. Searle, leading 

representative of the competing TRON project, makes the point, therefore, that 

Unicode did not become the dominant standard on account of its technological 

superiority alone (indeed, that in itself is questioned), but rather because of the 

alliance of US firms supporting it.  

 

6.3.2.2 THE IMPACTS OF UNICODE  

Having discussed some of the processes in the formation of Unicode, I turn now to a 

discussion of its impacts, the third component of arguments against technological 

determinist views, and in particular, to arguments that Unicode is yet another instance 

of western cultural imperialism. This kind of argument is essentially a sub-set of 

claims made about English becoming a global language at the expense of local 

languages, now faced with an ever greater danger of extinction (Phillipson, 1992, 

2003; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000).
148

 In response to such assertions, I shall argue that 

Unicode in fact enables counter-processes of localization and the strengthening of 

diasporic ties. 

 

To say that an effect inheres in a technology is seen as an example of technological 

determinist thinking, often given the lie thorough empirical research. For instance, 

                                                 
147

 See http://tronweb.super-nova.co.jp/characcodehist.html, accessed 3/7/2006. 

148
 See UNESCO‘s site, http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=8270&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html. UNESCO claims that 50% of 

the world‘s 6,000 languages are endangered, and that a language ―dies‖ every two weeks. 

http://tronweb.super-nova.co.jp/characcodehist.html
http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=8270&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=8270&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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early commentary on the Internet saw it as an isolating technology because one sits 

alone in front of one‘s computer (see especially, Kraut et al., 1998; Nie & Erbring, 

2000). However, research over the last decade has not ceased to point to ways in 

which the Internet is a social phenomenon that enables, and does not detract from, 

social capital (for example DiMaggio et al., 2001; Kavanaugh & Patterson, 2001; 

Wellman et al., 2001). Equally, utopian perspectives that saw the Internet as bearing 

the potential to bring an end to war because it is a technology that connects people 

(attitudes most strongly associated with Al Gore in the early 1990s (Gore, 1994a)), 

have also been shown by the passage of time to be somewhat unrealistic. On the other 

hand, it has been argued, most notably by Langdon Winner (1999) by means of 

Moses‘ bridges,
149

 that artifacts have politics, that is, that the design of objects has 

political effects—seen quite clearly in buildings that lack wheelchair access, for 

example (and see also the hydraulic door stoppers in Latour, 1992). In this sense, the 

effects of the technology are determined by its design (see also B. Friedman, 1997). 

This, then, is a kind of technological determinism, but not a kind deemed sinful by 

STS researchers.  

 

Most criticisms of Unicode are made in this spirit. That is, they point to a certain 

structural feature of the Unicode project and argue that it has negative political 

consequences. In general, critics of Unicode argue that it is bad for East Asian 

languages, and this for a number of reasons. In what is to the best of my knowledge 

                                                 
149

 Very briefly, Winner argued that Robert Moses‘ bridges in Long Island were intentionally too low 

for buses to pass underneath so that the poor could not reach the beaches that the white middle class 

wished to keep for itself. (However, see also Joerges, 1999; Woolgar & Cooper, 1999 for a discussion 

of the historical accuracy of Winner's example.)  
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the only article to offer a social science-based analysis of Unicode, David Jordan 

(2002) makes the fundamental point that any fixed encoding system will necessarily 

be insensitive to linguistic entities such as the Hokkein dialect of Chinese spoken in 

Taiwan, which creates new words and characters all the time.
150

 Moreover, displaying 

sensitivity to the political context, and recognizing the importance of the Chinese 

mainland in influencing Unicode decisions relative to Taiwanese input, Jordan makes 

the feasible argument that, ―[a]s Unicode becomes the ‗de facto‘ standard for writing 

human languages, script innovations will presumably become less and less likely to 

receive wide use‖ (p. 111). With respect to the technology, then, Jordan makes two 

points: the first is a general one about the inability of a fixed and stable character set 

to deal with dynamic languages not based on an unchanging 26 letter alphabet; the 

second is a more specific one about the particular alignment of forces within Unicode 

and the broad social context of its diffusion, and particularly the ascension of China, 

which is having deleterious effects on a minority disapproved of by the Chinese 

regime. 

 

This critique is linked to another one which sees the attempt to ―simplify‖ Han 

Chinese by ―unifying‖ CJK languages as a project of cultural imperialism. Unicode 

embarked on a project to fit East Asian languages onto a character map by unifying 

the thousands of Chinese characters that comprise their scripts. Critics of this project 

claim that while it may be beneficial for the (American) manufactures of computers 

and their software, it will throw up irrationalities for the users of such languages, 

especially the fact that the Unicode system does not let you know which character 

belongs to which language. This is problematic for creating sortable databases. Nor 

                                                 
150

 A point also made by Unicode proselytizer Tony Graham in his book (T. Graham, 2000). 
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does the Unicode system enable many personal and place names to be written in 

Japanese, for example, which renders it unsuitable for use in government and other 

offices. Technological specifications deemed convenient for U.S.-based firms are thus 

seen as having unwelcome consequences for the everyday use of computers in East 

Asian countries. Similarly, criticism has emerged from Japan based on fears that 

Unicode will do away with many thousands of Japanese Kanji, with a Japanese 

academic terming Unicode a ―cultural invasion‖ (Myers, 1995). 

 

6.3.2.3 LOCALIZATION THROUGH GLOBALIZATION 

While the abovementioned arguments made against Unicode attribute certain 

unwanted effects to it, they do not do so in a simplistic fashion. They do not assume 

that Unicode, ―unmediated by any other influence [than the technology itself], molds 

society to fit its patterns‖ (Winner, 1999, p. 29). Instead, they are arguments that point 

to the politics of this particular technological artifact while drawing on its broader 

social and political context. It is in this spirit that I suggest another possible 

consequence of Unicode, though one with a less critical tone, and which touches on 

the abovementioned interpretations of Unicode by UNESCO and other groups.  

 

A journalist for a trade magazine once compared Unicode with Esperanto (Ambrosio, 

1999). This kind of comparison would appear to reinforce accusations of cultural 

imperialism; at the very least it portrays Unicode as a force for homogenization across 

the globe. However, the comparison itself is actually entirely misplaced. The idea 

behind Esperanto was to enable people the world over to speak one common 

language; the idea behind Unicode, however, is to allow people the world over to 

speak in their own language, no matter what that language may be. Returning to a 
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term introduced in the first paragraph of this chapter, it is in this sense that Unicode 

enables the multilingual Internet, making it easier to create Internet content in 

languages other than English, and, what is particularly crucial, enabling that content 

to be viewed all around the world.  

 

This is especially pertinent in a world in which migration is increasing and diasporic 

communities are growing.
151

 Miller and Slater (2000), for instance, stress the role of 

the Internet in shaping relations between members of Trinidad and Tobago‘s large 

diaspora and friends and family in the homeland,
 152

 as do Graham and Khosravi  

(2002) in the Iranian context. As we have seen, the ability to transfer text in non-Latin 

scripts between computers is no trivial issue, as Hebrew-language Internet experts 

were aware in the early 1990s. It would seem that Unicode makes it simpler, though, 

thus making it a crucial component of the development of the multilingual Internet. 

 

So whether or not we accept the abovementioned criticisms of Unicode, it is clear that 

part of the politics of this particular artifact is multilingualism, and in a way that 

would seem to instantiate Robertson‘s well-known characterization of globalization, 

―the particularization of universalism and the universalization of particularism‖ 

(Robertson, 1992, p. 178). Indeed, Unicode could be seen as much more emblematic 

of this process than the examples usually given for it. Representing the mainstream of 

                                                 
151

 The International Labor Organization reports that ―[t]he rate of growth of the world's migrant 

population more than doubled between the 1960s and the 1990s‖ 

(http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/migrant/about/index.htm, accessed 3/7/2006).  

152
 Trinidad and Tobago has one of the highest rates of net emigration in the world (at -11.07/1,000 

population), according to the CIA World Factbook 

(http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/fields/2112.html, accessed 3/7/2006).  

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/migrant/about/index.htm
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/fields/2112.html
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such research, theoreticians arguing for the limits of globalization refer to local 

translations and adaptations of western cultural goods—classic examples include local 

variations in MacDonald‘s restaurants (Watson, 1997) and culturally-dependent 

readings of Dallas (Liebes & Katz, 1990)—which means they are focusing on the first 

half of Robertson‘s definition alone (see also Hannerz, 1992; Nederveen Pieterse, 

1995). In this context, the Internet could also be seen as a universal form that 

undergoes particularization in its various localities. Studies embodying the second 

half of the definition are well represented by Appardurai‘s (1990; 1996) work, for 

example, and contain references to heightened ethnic awareness and the 

deconstruction of imagined communities at the nation-state level.  

 

Unicode is singular in this regard: it is not a cultural good in the way that a 

Hollywood movie is, and nor is it a kind of identity. However, its paths of diffusion 

are similar to those of such global cultural forms, and it assists in the computer-

mediated communication of local identities. Indeed, its success has been dependent on 

precisely those mechanisms so often critiqued as transmitting cultural imperialism, 

while enabling the use of non-English languages based on a quintessentially global 

technology. It simultaneously promotes the interests of global capital while providing 

a tool for resisting one of its purported cultural consequences (the domination of the 

English language)—thus while online shopping has become increasingly popular in 

Israel since 1999,
153

 it has been found that people are three times as likely to purchase 

                                                 
153

 With a market size of around $350m by the end of 2005 

(http://globaltechforum.eiu.com/index.asp?layout=rich_story&doc_id=9312&categoryid=&channelid=

&search=distributor, accessed 1/1/2008). 

http://globaltechforum.eiu.com/index.asp?layout=rich_story&doc_id=9312&categoryid=&channelid=&search=distributor
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from a site in their language (Scanlan, 2001). In other words, the global and the local 

merge; each is a part of the other. 

 

It is in this sense, I argue, that the Unicode project is an excellent example of 

processes of globalization. What is more, the fact that it does not itself have any 

content (in the way that a book or a back-lit menu in a fast-food restaurant does) 

means that it is even more transportable and subsists at a deeper level of abstraction 

than the usual examples of cultural globalization. It is a globalizing technology—in 

both of Robertson‘s senses of the term—and not just a cultural instantiation of it. 

 

6.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has looked at one of the major technological underpinnings beneath the 

Internet in Hebrew and the multilingual Internet in general. Just as an earlier chapter 

explored in detail the physical connections made between Israel and countries 

overseas, so this chapter has examined another infrastructural aspect of the diffusion 

of the Internet in Israel. Going behind the scenes, it has inquired into the ways in 

which Hebrew, a difficult language for working with on computers, has been dealt 

with by programmers. My analysis shows how what would at first glance appear to be 

a banal and local technical problem is actually part of global efforts at standardization, 

and even ties in to Microsoft‘s far-reaching business ambitions. This is quite in line 

with the ways that STS researchers approach the resolution of a technological 

problem. In particular, I used the concepts of the relevant social group, interpretive 

flexibility, and actants to explain the technological development of logical Hebrew 

and Unicode.  
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The research strategy adopted here, however, is merely a tool: it enables the 

researcher to uncover the social context of a technological development, but it does 

not offer a way for theorizing that context per se. At best, the researcher can only have 

a broad a priori idea about the theoretical field in which he may find himself (a study 

of kitchen appliances will probably require theoretical reference to gender relations in 

society (see for example Cockburn & Ormrod, 1993 and their analysis of the 

microwave oven)).  

 

The case analyzed here clearly falls within the remit of globalization theories. The 

technologies discussed (both logical Hebrew, but more obviously Unicode) are 

patently connected to globalization through their institutional affiliations; however, 

they have enabled the Internet to shed its derogatory nickname as being the ―Western 

Wide Web‖ and are behind the growing rates of non-English usage of the Internet. 

Given that people spend most of their time online in environments that use their own 

language (14 out of the 18 most popular sites among Israeli surfers are in Hebrew, for 

instance (Bein, 2003)), the ability to easily create content in languages other than 

English, and, what is just as crucial, for that content to be accessible around the world, 

is part of the globalization of the Internet. Put differently, it is what enables the local 

adoption of this global technology. Unicode, however, is not a cultural form in the 

same way that MacDonald‘s is. While the latter is altered in various ways as it is 

absorbed by new countries creating hybrid forms, the globalizing power of the former 

is that it is exactly the same all over the world. Indeed, with the case of Unicode, the 

further it spreads across the globe and the more stringent the standardization that it 

brings with it, the greater the extent of the localization of the Internet.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 

CONCLUSION 

In the preceding pages we have seen how the Internet arrived from the United States 

to Israel, how the field of commercial Internet provision was established and its rules 

institutionalized, and how the actors involved in those processes interpreted them in 

relation to the dominant public discourse of technological utopianism. Finally, we saw 

how even the seemingly trivial task of representing Hebrew letters on web pages is 

saturated with struggles that tie into the same processes of globalization that were 

highlighted in the three previous chapters. 

 

I see this research as belonging under the rubric of Internet studies, despite the fact 

that it appears quite different from the studies that populate that genre. In the 

introduction I suggested that one reason for the lack of studies such as the current one 

within the field of Internet studies is that researchers of the Internet tend to come from 

various disciplines and bring their theoretical tools with them from those disciplines: 

the expert on social capital wants to find out how the Internet affects holdings of 

social capital; the lawyer wants to discuss the legal implications of the Internet; the 

anthropologist wants to explore the possibilities of conducting ethnographies among 

online communities; and so on. All of these researchers are certainly studying the 

Internet, but by and large they are blind to the technology itself. This study, however, 

focuses precisely on the technology: on the cables and wires that carry the Internet 

around the world; on the legal and administrative processes that are called into play as 

the Internet reaches a new country; on the pages of code that tell our Internet browsers 

what a Hebrew word should look like on our screen. Thus, while not driven by a new 
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social phenomenon such as Internet dating or the uses of social networking sites, this 

study nonetheless sheds light on the social contexts in which the processes described 

in the above chapters are embedded.  

 

This is not to say that the way that the Internet is becoming an integral part of new 

social forms is not interesting and important—of course it is—but the modest point 

made throughout this dissertation is that we ought to problematize the very 

technology behind those new social forms and not merely take it for granted. By not 

taking the technology for granted, this study shows that the infrastructure behind the 

Internet is also a social phenomenon with a political economy, no less than the social 

and cultural forms that are based on that infrastructure. This project thus makes an 

original contribution to the field of Internet studies. The very writing of this 

dissertation is in itself an argument about how the Internet might be studied, just as an 

architect makes a statement about how houses can be designed through the way she 

designs houses.  

 

Furthermore, because it is the first study to deploy the tools of STS in order to 

research the Internet as it does, this dissertation also makes a contribution to Science 

and Technology Studies. Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, the kind of STS-

informed research into Internet technologies that I have presented here has not 

previously been undertaken. Surprisingly, STS specialists seem to have been taking 

for granted a technology that has been almost literally under their noses for the last 

fifteen to twenty years. This is even more surprising given that many studies in STS 

have investigated precisely those everyday technologies that we take most for granted, 

such as microwave ovens and bicycles. It would appear almost rudimentary, therefore, 
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to apply the insights from STS to the Internet. This is precisely what I have done here 

in a number of different ways. By doing so I would like to think that I have opened 

the door to further similar studies: firstly, a similar approach to the one adopted here 

could be taken up in relation to the arrival of the Internet to other countries; secondly, 

there are other Internet technologies that could be treated with the tools of STS—for 

instance, this study finishes long before wireless Internet was introduced to Israel. 

 

As explained in the introduction, any future STS-based studies into Internet 

technologies would not necessarily share the same primary theoretical concern 

exhibited by this research, namely, globalization. Each of the previous four chapters 

dealt with the Internet and globalization in a different way: chapter 3 looked at the 

micro level processes involved in the global spread of Internet technology; chapter 4 

presented the ways that the ISP industry in Israel quickly became a global one, 

leaving businessmen with a more local orientation behind; chapter 5 discussed local 

uses of the global techno-utopian discourse, including how it is ignored by certain 

groups of actors; finally, chapter 6 revealed the negotiations between the local and the 

global in the solution to the problems of presenting Hebrew on web pages, a solution 

that is global in scope and profoundly local in its implementation and possible 

consequences for non-English languages.  

 

Much of the current study is clearly indebted to Saskia Sassen‘s work on 

globalization. Firstly, the Internet can be seen as a multiscalar global phenomenon, 

whether we conceive of it as a factor driving globalization or as a consequence of 

processes of globalization (though I prefer to see the Internet and globalization as 

constituent of one another, and I find the notion that one causes the other not to be 
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very useful). Indeed, throughout this text I have shown how the Internet is a global 

phenomenon that is constituted locally. As I have told it, the story of the 

institutionalization of the Internet in Israel is as much about the rezoning of local 

dialing codes and the establishment of kibbutz-based ISPs as it is about the entrance 

of global capital into the emerging ISP industry. Likewise, the local relations between 

Israeli ISPs as the Israeli telecoms incumbent, Bezeq, are as much a part of the story 

as is the opening of the Israeli chapter of the Internet Society and the allocation of the 

.il suffix. 

 

Secondly, as per Sassen, this study shows how the Internet as a global phenomenon is 

something that is produced (both locally and globally), as well as how globalization 

itself is produced, looking at this process through the prism of the Internet. For 

example, the Internet in Israel was produced through the legislation and 

administrative regulations that enabled it to be provided to private customers; 

similarly, it was produced through the work of the Internet pioneers in persuading the 

government and businesses of its potential value to them;  

 

In particular, the individuals whom I interviewed for this study, as well as others 

whom I did not meet, represent a range of positions on a scale between local and 

global. Of course, there are ways today in which even the most ―local‖ people in 

western societies are global—everyone consumes American culture in one way or 

another. However, not everyone identifies with global business communities to the 

same extent; put more broadly, not everyone has a ―global habitus‖. Thus, there were 

people involved in the diffusion of the Internet to and within Israel whose orientation 

was entirely local, especially the founders of the small ISPs—for those based in the 
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north of the country even a trip to Tel Aviv seemed like a big deal. And on the other 

hand, certain people were quite markedly part of the Transnational Capitalist Class—

they had lived in more than one country; they felt comfortable in different cultural 

settings; their social and business networks spanned national boundaries; their 

management understanding was drawn from the United States; and so on.  

 

In other words, while the Internet can be seen as a multiscalar global phenomenon in 

terms of the institutions that it calls into play, the very people involved in the process 

of its diffusion also represent different levels of globalism. Bringing Sassen‘s two 

major insights together, then, the multiscalarity of the Internet also applies to the very 

people who ―produced‖ it in the Israeli context. In relation to the notion of 

cosmopolitanism, my research clearly shows that you can be entirely non-

cosmopolitan and yet play a key role in the diffusion of a global form. At the same 

time, though, my findings also indicate that as Israel became more tightly tied in to 

global cultural and economic processes, actors with a more global orientation or with 

access to global capital had a distinct advantage in the field.   

 

Also in relation to globalization theory, I have shown in this study how struggles over 

Israeliness impacted on the shape of the Internet in Israel. I observed in the 

Introduction that research into the local adaptations undergone by global products 

takes the local context to be a homogenous entity. However, the divisions in the field 

of Internet provision that I detailed in Chapter 4 show that the ―Israeli context‖ was 

far from a unified entity. Specifically, there were disagreements over the role of the 

state in the management of the Internet, the place of the telecoms monopoly in 

Internet provision, and, for a while at least, the question of who should be allowed 
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access to the Internet in the first place. These questions were not only practical 

matters, and the actors‘ approaches to them reflected wider views of society. 

Moreover, the way they were ultimately settled is actually constitutive of the form of 

the Internet in Israel. Thus we can see how disagreements over the very definition of 

―Israeli society‖, or the ―Israeli context‖ were essential in the local adaptation of the 

Internet and in the shape it and the Internet service provision industry came to take. 

 

The Internet in Israel has played a central part in that society‘s globalization. It has 

made foreign cultural goods more easily accessible to Israelis, and Israeli cultural 

goods more easily accessible to those outside the country; it has been the backbone of 

Israel‘s burgeoning hi-tech industry, the exports of which have become increasingly 

important to the Israeli economy. The Internet is part of (certain) Israelis‘ image of 

the country as an advanced western society. All of these issues are worthy of separate 

study, but in this dissertation I have gone backstage, to the cables that carry the 

Internet to Israel; to the state-level decisions that were needed in response to the new 

reality that the Internet represented; to the protocols for representing Hebrew letters 

on websites. I have pointed to certain individuals as central to the process of bringing 

the Internet to Israel and I have analyzed the struggles between the state and various 

bodies and individuals in the institutionalization of the Internet in Israel. In doing so I 

have shown how a study of the Internet can fruitfully deploy the theoretical and 

methodological tools provided by the tradition of Science and Technology Studies. By 

treating the Internet as a part of the globalization of Israeli society and Israel‘s 

political culture, I have also shown how it is a multiscalar phenomenon produced by 

the actions and decisions of identifiable individuals and organizations, both large and 
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small. In trying to understand how the Internet has been part of processes of 

globalization in Israel, I have shown that infrastructure matters.  
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APPENDIX 1:  

SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTION SHEET 

 

1. Tell me how you got into the ISP business? 

a. What training do you have (including in the army)? 

b. What courses have you taken? Degree? 

c. Have you studied overseas? Have you lived overseas? 

d. Is it important that your employees have studied overseas, or speak 

English? 

2. What motivated you to do business in this area? What attracted you to the 

internet? 

a. Was it pure business opportunity? 

b. Are there characteristics of the internet that made it seem particularly 

interesting to you? What? 

3. Tell me a few things about your business: 

a. When did you set it up?  

b. Can you tell me how your business has developed? 

c. How many staff? Over the years? And now?  

4. Management questions: 

a. What language do you run it in? 

b. Do you have knowledge about American business culture? About 

American management? 

c. Do those things affect the way you manage your company? 

d. Do you travel a lot for business?  
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e. How do you account for your success while other companies have 

failed? 

5. In order to set up an ISP you need a lot of technical knowledge. 

a. What knowledge did you have? 

b. Where did you get it? 

c. Was it widely available in Israel at the time? And now? 

6. Do you keep yourself up to date about developments in knowledge in the 

field? 

a. How? Do you read? What? 

b. Do you go to conferences? Where? 

c. Where is this knowledge based? 

d. How does it get to Israel? Through people who have studied? Written 

material? 

7. How did you market your product? How did you sell the internet? 

a. Imagine we are in 1993-5: how would you explain the internet to me, 

and how would you try and convince me to get hooked up? What was 

the added value? 

b. What kinds of things did you tell people they would be able to do? 

c. Did you aim at a certain population? 

d. Who did you think would sign up? 

e. Do you know did sign up? Men? Jews? Educated people? 

f. How did you present your company? What kind of image did you try 

to portray then? And today? 

8. Did you think it would interest Israelis? Why/not? 

a. What about it did you think would be particularly attractive to Israelis? 
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b. Why do you think people signed up? 

c. What do you think people were doing with the internet in 1995? 

9. How has the internet affected Israeli society, in your opinion? 

a. Does it make Israel less Israeli? More American? 

b. Does it make Israelis less Israeli? Does it compete with Israeli culture? 

c. Then and now? 

d. If so, or if not, is this bad? Good? Indifferent? 

e. Has it made Israel more open? Israelis more open to the world? Or 

not? Is this good in your opinion? 

10. You work in a global industry.  

a. Has your identity changed through working in this field? Do you feel 

Israeli? Has your work in the internet changed your feeling of 

belonging to Israel?  

b. Do you feel you are a ―world citizen‖? 

c. Are you more a member of a local community of internet people? Or 

part of a global community? 

d. Do you know other ISP providers around the world? 

e. Does your knowledge make you feel closer to other people doing a 

similar job around the world? 

f. Is there a global community of internet industry people? Are you a 

member of it? 

g. Could you move to America, or Europe, of Japan, and manage an ISP 

there? Or are there Israeli aspects to you or your company which 

would make that hard? 
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11. When you were setting up your company there were a number of other 

companies setting themselves up as well. 

a. Did you know each other at the time? 

b. Did you know each other beforehand? 

c. Did you feel you had shared aims? Or were you simply business 

competitors? 

d. Did you ever meet up? Were there issues you worked on together? 

e. Are you in touch with any of those people today? 

f. Other people in ISPs in Israel today?  

g. What was the feeling like to be working in the field of the internet in 

1993/4? 

12. Can you describe the industry in Israel today? 

a. What distinguishes the industry in Israel vis-à-vis other countries? Are 

there differences? Or is it same all over the world? 

b. What is particularly Israeli about it? 

c. Who are the people running other ISPs today? Does anything 

characterize them? Where did they gain their knowledge? 

d. Could you today go to any other country in the world and set up a 

similar company? 

13. Personal background: 

a. Where did you grow up? Go to school? Serve in the army? 

b. Parents‘ occupations? Siblings? 

c. Religious? Political leanings? At home and yours today? 

d. Income? 

e. What do you do with your free time? 
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i. Last book you read? 

ii. Last film you saw? 

iii. Traveling? 
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מדגישהכיגםחברתייםהגלובליזציהשחקניםידיעלהמיוצרתתופעההיא.כךאם,המחקר

מבקשלישראלהנוכחיהאינטרנטשלההגעהסביבהערפלאתלפזר,שהואמרכזיהיבטבתהליך

הגלובליזציההישראליתהחברהעלהאחרוניםהעוברהעשוריםבשני.כןלעשותמנתעלביקשתי

הספציפיולבחוןההתלבטויותואתהפעולותאתכמיזםלישראלהאינטרנטשללהגעהשהתלוות

.מסחרי



אלתוךדיפוזיהשלהאינטרנטאתההראשוןבוחן.ממצעיהמחקרמוצגיםבארבעהפרקים

ואתישראלתהליךהדיפוזציההמסחורתהליךבעקבותשעבר.הפרקרגעיםבשנימתמקד

רשתותבאירופהיןלבביןמחשביםבישראלהתחילייםהחיבוריםהראשוןהוא.קריטיים

עלידילקוחותהשימושבופתיחתוו,קרי,המסחורשלהאינטרנטתהליך,והשני,ב"ובארה

תחשבבעובדהכיישראלאיננהמןהמשטריםהטוטליטרייםשהתנגדוהב.פרטייםעסקייםו

היהי,כגוןצפוןקוריאהאוסין,ביותרקשיחאולפחותהגבילואתהשימושבובאופן,לאינטרנט

לאזהלישראלהגעתוכילומרמוגזםיתהינמנע"התבלתי",דטרמיניזםשלהטוניםלמרות

כמובןהמדוברלהתייחסלתהליךההגעהפירושוכיישאין,ברם.מעיןזהטכנולוגישלתיאור

ישראלחושפתאתלשלהדיפוזיהשלהאינטרנטמדוקדקתבדיקהיותר,למשלכך.מאליו

קשריםמרמזתכיהיאגם.ב"ארהלביןישראלשלאנשיםספציפייםהפיזיתשלתנועהחשיבות

תפקידשיחקויהודיםאתנייםמרכזיאקדמאיותמחשביםלרשתותישראלשלהמוקדםבחיבור



 

 

המשפיעיםבדנהבמשתנים"דיפוזיהשלהאינטרנטמחוץלארהההספרותאודותבעוד.מסוימות

האינטרנטשלההתפשטותמהירותבמדינותעלשונות,נעזרתלהציגבחרתיאותההגישה

.תהליךבוהאינטרנטמגיעלמדינההחדשהמלכתחילהברזולוציותגבוהותשלה



הואהפרקשלהשניהעיקריהמסחורהמוקדתהליךהאינטרנטשל.כיצדתהליךמתוארבפרק

זהנראהכיבהקשר.לציבורהרחבלרשתפתוחהמרשתאקדמיתסגורהבהדרגההכהרשתהפ

התקדמהיחסיתבאישראלטיות.היאזהבהקשרשאלתיהדבריםמדועהתנהלוכך,השוואהתוך

דבר,תהליךשהיההרבהיותרמהיר,לעצםהגעתותהליךהמסחורשלהאינטרנטבישראלשל

אדוןבשאלות.מאפשרלילשפוךאורעלתהליכיםרחביםיותרשהתרחשובחברההישראליתה

ככלכיצדשלהדימיּוןתהליךשהתעצםמו"לארהישראלמבחינהסדיתב,האינטרנטשלהדיפוזיה

אבקשלהציעאתהתשובהדרךפעולותשונות.לישראלובתוכההתקדמהבקצבאיטייותר

  —ilקבלתהסיומתוההגעהשלהאינטרנטלישראל—במקרההראשון:שבוצעוברמותשונות

שלשחקניםבודדיםוקבוצותאותרויוזמותמקומיות,זאתבמקום.ורבתלאהייתההמדינהמע

הניעאתהמנגנונים  —המסחורשלהאינטרנט  —התהליךהמאוחריותר,אולם.קטנות

ישיונותלספקיאינטרנטכאשרמשרדהתקשורתנדרשלכתובר,המדינתייםיםהביורוקרט

.יוצאבאלהוכ,הנפיקםול



הניתוחרמתבפרקמתנהלתהמיקרוברמת.יאהוהמזספציפייםשחקניםמצביעההעל

הקשר.אתתרומותיהםבהקשררחביותרמתגםממקהיאאך,תפקידיהםבתהליכיםהמתוארים

אתבפרטהניתוחחושף.שלהמאההקודמת90-וה80-זההואספציפילישראלשלשנותה

בהבנתהעיתוי,במרחבתנועהשלמהגריםהפורמאליותו-החשיבותשלרשתותיהודיותבלתי

תוךשימתדגש,לובליזציהמנגנוניםשלהדיפוזיהשלהאינטרנטלישראלכחלקשלתהליךשלגהו

.שהוזכרולעילקריטייםבתהליךזההרגעיםהםשלשניייהביורוקרטסדייםועלההקשריםהמו



תוך.מותהמוקד90-הפרקהשנימתמקדבתעשייתספקיהאינטרנטשהתהוותהבישראלבשנותה

,היווצרותהשלתעשייהזופרקזהעוסקבתהליך,ראיונותשהוצגובפרקהקודםכדיפיתוחשל

תחשבבעובדהשהאינטרנטחדלהב,המסחורשלהאינטרנטאובמיליםאחרותבמהשניתןלכנות

המסופקשרותלהיותבחינםלמוצרוהפךאקדמייםמוסדותידיחהעלידיעלברותנמכרפרטיות.



 

 

שלבליבונמצאיםהספקיםשלוהבעליםשהיזמיםניתוחלמרותזה,מתייחסהפרקגםלמשרד

.א"כגוןנציגיםשלמחב,ולמומחיםללאאינטרסכלכליבאינטרנט,לבזק,התקשורת



שרותיאספקתיגאתקבוצתהבעליםשלחברותחילתהפרקעוסקתבשאלהכיצדניתןלהמשת

ביקשתיבורדייהבאמצעות,איןהםמהוויםקהילהמסוגכלשהוכילאורהמסקנה.אינטרנט

.המיוצגכאןעלידימשרדהתקשורת,לנתחאתהקשריםבינםלביןעצמםובינםלביןשדההכוח

דיווחובזקמוצגהתקשורתמשרדכלפיעמדותשלנבדלותמערכותשלושעל—אדישות,

הבינונייםוהגדולים,הקטניםהספקיםאשראפיינואתהמקימיםשל—וקבלה,התמרמרות

ניתןלהסבירמערכותעמדותאלובמונחימיקוםהשחקניםבשדהוההביטוסלטענתי.בהתאמה

ליברליזציהעמדותאותןקשרתילתהליכי,התמקדתיבעיקרבעמדותהספקיםהבינוניים.שלהם

הןבשוק,השלבזקבפרטמונופוליזצי-ולדה,וגלובליזציהשלהכלכלההפוליטיתהישראליתבכלל

.לאומית-וביתרשאתבהקשרשלטלפוניהבין,מקומיותשלהשיחותה



מסתייםבהפרקהמקרובדיוןברמתתהליכים,במיוחדבתהליךשלוהליברליזציההגלובליזציה

שהופיעובישראלהספקיםלעתהליכיםאלומשתקפיםבבעלות,לטענתי.החברההישראלית

:במיוחדחשוביםשניהיבטיםניתןלהצביעעל,בהקשרזה.90-שנותהבמחציתהשנייהשל

מאוכלסתה,מעורבותהשלהאליטההכלכליתהישראלית,ושנית;מעורבותושלהוןזר,ראשית

הפרקמראהכיאיןצורך,ספציפית.עלידיאנשיםבעלימהשניתןלכנותהביטוסגלובלי

מומחהלהיותמנתעלגלובליהאינטרנטבהביטוסבתחום;ברם,יותרנעשההאינטרנטכאשר

הגלובליתהכלכלהשלמהכלליםיותרואימץגלובלי(למשל,בתעשייהדומיננטיותחברותמעט),

תהליךזהגרםלספקים.אריםמאחוראותםאנשיםחסריהביטוסגלובלימצאועצמםנש

להגדיררוניםחשוכייכולתםהאח.והקשהעלהספקיםהבינוניים,הקטניםלסגוראתעסקיהם

לאלושל(Netizen)"נטיזן"כשכלליהשדהנעומאלושלה,השדהשלספקותאינטרנטאבדהאת

נשארוטענתיהיאכיהבעליםשלהספקיםהבינוניים,לכן.לאומי-המעמדהקפיטליסטיהטרנס

.מלבדהכעסשלהםמשאבללא



כנולוגיהשטכנולוגיותאינןניטרליותבתכנוןתוךכדישהואשואבמהתובנהמלימודימדעוט

בוחןאתהקשרביןהטכנולוגיהשלהאינטרנטכפישהופיעה5פרק,שלהןוגםלאבהשלכותיהן

.אוטופיים-במיוחדערכיםטכנו,בהוהערכיםהשוניםשהיוקשורים90-בישראלבתחילתשנותה



 

 

וישלהןפוטנציאל,מפתחיםאותןיוצקיםבהןערכיםההאנשים:כלטכנולוגיההיאטעונתערכים

משמעותייםשהםבאופניםהחברהאתלשנותמוסריתמבחינה.כאשרעםהמזוהיםהערכים

טכנולוגיותאחרותכןמהוותבסיס,מדובריםבאופןמפורשתמידםאינמסוימותטכנולוגיות

טועניםכיהחוקריםישנםכאשר,השניהאינטרנטהואטכנולוגיהמהסוג.לדיוןמוסריאינטנסיווי

.כיהואגורםלניכורביןאנשיםמאידךאחריםשמתעקשיםו,הואמוביללדמוקרטיהמחד



כיצד:הפרקעוסקבערכיםהקשוריםלאינטרנטבימיוהראשוניםבישראלושואלשאלותכגון

אלו?תשלשחקניםאינטרנטאפיינוקבוצותשונוהותשונותאודותםתפיסהא?יוצגהאינטרנט

?איזוזיקהנתפסתביןערכיםאלווהטכנולוגיהעצמה ?ערכיםנתפסוכמלוויםאתהאינטרנט

מתמקמותאלוהכתובהשאלותבעיתונותהאינטרנטשללייצוגיםבקשר,בהןולדרכיםדיברו

האינטרנטשלביבואעמוקהמעורבותעםאחריםואינדיבידואליםהספקיםשלהמקימיםעליו

מהדהדהדבר,בעודהעיתונותמאמצתטוןאוטופיבדבריהאודותלאינטרנטמצאתיכי.לישראל

עםהתמורותשנותבתחילתהישראלית90-בחברה,השלוםבתהליךובמיוחד,אנשיםאותם

בצורהעליודיברובישראללבתיםהאינטרנטאתהביאולחלוטיןשלמעשהאחרת.לראותבמקום

שוויואתהאינטבשלהשלכותרנטשלמונחיםחיצוניותפוטנציאליות,מההתפתחותהתלהבוהם

מלראותאת"אקזיסטנציאליתענוג"מומחיםטכנולוגייםמפיקים,לטענתי.הטכנולוגיתעצמה

שלהאינטרנטהדיפוזיה,מּוהםשישושאיןמהפוטנציאלנעיםאולילהלאינטרנטהעולםאתפוך

נראהכיככלשהשחקניםהמתואריםבפרק,באופןכללי.היהתהיהמשמעותואשרת,לטוביותר

קרוביםהיוזהיותראמצעשנותשלבישראלאנשיםשללבתיהםהאינטרנטשלעצמהלדיפוזיה

.טופיותטכנולוגיתומהשיחהגלובלישלאיותרכךהםהיורחוקים90,-ה



בכלזאתאך,בישראלתרחקמהתשתיתשלהאינטרנטאנימבקשלהמחקרהפרקהאחרוןשלב

אניהקלעים"נשארמאחורי"כאשרהאינטרנטאשלהמאפשרותהטכנולוגיותאתבוחןאנית

הבעיהעםעבריתבהקשרשלמחשביםהיא,בפשטות.הייצוגשלאותיותעבריותבמסכימחשב

כמוהקודמאחוריאתרי,קודמחשביםבעוד  —מימיןלשמאל  —כיווןהכתיבהשלהעברית

שעבריתאינהנכתבתבאותיות,כמובן,היאבעיהנוספת.נכתבמשמאללימין,טרנטעברייםאינ

כשנראהכיכולןמתכנסותמסביב,ולםאלובעיותשמאפיינותמספרשפותאחרותבע.לטיניות

.לקידודתווים(Unicode)זהשלמערכתיוניקוד  —לפתרוןמשותףאחד





 

 

למקרהביחסשלעבריתההספציפי,בוהאופןפנחשףעבריתשללבעיותהמתחריםיהפתרונותנו

אתהתהליכיםהמתרחשיםבהקשראניקושר.אתהדרךלטובתטכנולוגיהאחתדומיננטית

שליותרהרחבהלסוגיההרב"הישראלילשוני-האינטרנט",ושואלאףלייצוגהרווחהפתרוןהאם

מפריאליזםתרבותיוהתכנסותמסביבלמוצרלטיניותעלמסכימחשבהואדוגמהלאי-אותיותלא

כיהטכנולוגיהאנימבקשלאמץאתהטענה,פרשנותזונדחתעלידיובמקומה.מערבי

.הלוקליזציהשלהאינטרנטבמדינותמגוונותברחביעולםאתתהדומיננטיתכיוםלמעשהמאפשר



הפרקיםבהיבטיהארבעתנוגעיםהנוכחיתהדיסרטציהגוףאתמהוויםשלשוניםםגלישת

;הםבוחניםאתעצםההגעהשלהאינטרנט.בתוכההדיפוזיהשלותהליךהאינטרנטלישראלו

מאחוריואתהתשתית;הערכיםשמזוהיםאיתועלידישחקניםשונים;התמסדותוכשדהמסחרי

המהשקושרענייניםאלויחדהואהדרךשב.ריאינטרנטבעבריתהשימושבאותיותעבריותבאת

ובמיוחדאלוהתוהותאיךהגלובליזציהמיוצרתעל,הםמתייחסיםלשאלותאודותלגלובליזציה

.ידיאנשיםשניתןלמנותםובנסיבותשניתןלתארן

 

 

 



 

 

עבודהזונעשתהבהדרכתהשל


אווהאילוז'פרופ

Prof. Eva Illouz 

  



 

 




:ההגעהשלהאינטרנטלישראל
טכנולוגיהשלהמקומיתגלובליתהדיפוזיה










חיבורלשםקבלתתוארדוקטורלפילוסופיה


מאת





ון'ניקולסג










הוגשלסינטהאוניברסיטההעבריתבירושלים

2008מאי

 


