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PREFACE

Internet Studies is one of the most rapidly developing interdisciplinary fields of the early
twenty-first century. With the increasing significance of the Internet, and the range of
issues surrounding its use and governance, the field is on a course to continue expanding in
its range and diversity through the coming decades. Despite the pace of change, it is a time
to take stock of this emerging field, examine current approaches to study of the Internet,
and reflect on the field’s future. This was the key motivation behind this handbook.

The Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies has been designed to provide a valuable
resource for students and scholars of Internet Studies. It brings together leading schol-
arly perspectives on how the Internet has been studied, coupled with views of how
Internet Studies should be pursued over the coming years. These perspectives should
help strengthen research and identify the big questions for the field to pursue.

However, the promise of Internet Studies extends beyond the field itself. The develop-
ment of this field has the potential to shape research, policy, and practice across the allied
disciplines and not simply within the field of Internet Studies. It is in this sense that one
of the key themes of this handbook is the transformative potential of Internet Studies,
not only in establishing a new field of study, but also in changing research across the
social sciences and related disciplines, as more social research is driven to consider the
role of the Internet and related information and communication technologies within
their own orbits of inquiry.

In this spirit, a necessary aim of this handbook has been to focus on ‘Internet Studies’
as an emerging field, rather than provide a collection of studies of the social implications
of the Internet. Each author has been asked to provide a synthesis and critical assess-
ment of research in their particular area of expertise. The assembled chapters cover a
broad spectrum of topics, including social science perspectives on the technology of the
Internet, the role of the Internet in everyday life and work, implications for communica-
tion, power, and influence, and the governance and regulation of the Internet. Taken
together, the authors represent the increasingly international range of scholarship that is
building in the field, as well as the contribution of young, along with more established
scholars. You will find that a number of chapters have senior academics working with
their graduate students, many of whom are among the new generation of scholars who
have focused on the Internet during their graduate training.

Given the enormous scope of the field, I had to be selective in sampling some of
the most critical topics and issues confronting research in this area of inquiry. Taken
together, the chapters seek to convey the broad scope of Internet Studies, centered
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primarily within the social sciences. The chapter authors have not hesitated to span
disciplinary boundaries, and together they ensure a multidisciplinary perspective on
the study of the Internet.

The scope of Internet Studies is potentially vast and is defined broadly for this volume.
As editor, I wanted to keep a broad definition of Internet Studies, and the Internet as a
network of networks that includes related media, information, and communication
technologies. Of course, the book also seeks to address controversies over the scope of
Internet Studies and related fields, such as Web Science and New Media Studies, which
propose different boundaries for their own and related fields. However, as editor of this
handbook, and a long time researcher within the field, I was convinced that a broad defi-
nition of Internet Studies should incorporate many aspects of these related areas of
research and teaching.

The Internet and its study are moving at such a rapid pace that many colleagues
doubted whether any book could provide a definitive definition of the field. You will find
in the chapters of this handbook that the pace of technical and social change is an issue
that most authors are grappling with. The field cannot wait for change to slow down,
however, before we sketch the developing scope and methods of a field. All students of
Internet Studies are doing research on moving objects of analysis. It is nevertheless pos-
sible to capture this and other aspects of Internet Studies, and provide a meaningful
framework for understanding the scope of the field. In the course of doing so, I hope this
book provides a key reference on the nature of ‘Internet Studies’ of value to contempo-
rary students and scholars that will remain a basis for scholars to judge the progress of
the field for years into the future.

This is not the only handbook on Internet Studies; in fact, a number have appeared in
the years preceding this collection. In my view, this is one of many signs that this field is
maturing and beginning to reflect on its history and future. I hope this book comple-
ments other handbooks and helps continue the progress of one of the most vibrant and
significant fields of new scholarship in the twenty-first century.

William H. Dutton
Oxford, England

November 2012
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