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1	 On the early history of the Internet see: NAUGHTON, J., The evolution of the Internet: from military experiment to General Purpose Technology. In: 
Journal of Cyber Policy, vol. 1, Nr. 1, 2016, p. 5-28. or CAMPBELL-KELLY, M. – GARCIA-SWARTZ, D. D., The History of the Internet: The Missing 
Narratives. In: Journal of Information Technology, vol. 28, Nr. 1, 2013, p. 18-33.

2	 HERENDY, Cs., A kereső, a dokumentumok és a user [Search engine, documents and the user]. In: Médiakutató, vol. 11, Nr. 1, 2010, p. 41-55.
3	 See: FERENCZY, L. T., Sajtólevelezés régebben és ma [Press correspondence then and now]. In: Korunk, vol. 30, Nr. 10, 1971, p. 1610-1612.
4	 “In 2012 twenty (!) average households – having broadband internet – generated more digital traffic than the whole of the Internet in 2008.” HÁMO-

RI, B., A Barnaby Rich-szindróma a XXI. században. A figyelem, mint szűkös jószág [The Barnaby Rich-syndrome in the 21st century. Attention in 
demand]. In: Köz-gazdaság, vol. 10, Nr. 3, 2015, 3, p. 133.

5	 N/A: The dotcom bubble twenty years ago. In: origo.hu, 30 March 2019, https://www.origo.hu/gazdasag/20190329-internet-nasdaq-reszveny-usa- 
buborek-tozsde.html (accessed 24 Aug 2021).

Abstract
The time of the Internet from 1990 to 2000 can hardly be compared with the digital world in which we live today. For a long time in media 

histroy, we were talking about a one-sided, straight line of information from the content creator to the content consumer with a corresponding legal 
framework that has existed for centuries. The former legislation of the press was no longer able to fill the new modern framework of the Internet. 
This gave rise to the early myth that the Internet is a lawless space in which almost Wild West rules dominate. The study outlines the appearance 
of social media, the transformation of Internet communication, and the arc from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, highlighting the difficulties legislators and 
regulators may face with this new medium.

Keywords: regulation, internet, Web 1.0, Web 2.0, lawless space, broadcast model, intercast model

1.	Introduction
The Internet between 1990 and 2000 can hardly be com-

pared to the digital world we are living in now. That era was 
characterised - as it had been for centuries - by a unidirectional 
straight line of checked information passed on from the creator 
to the consumer of the content, mostly without the need for 
feedback. The legal regulation was in line with this practice, as 
previous laws concerning the media were not exactly appropri-
ate for this framework, then regarded as modern. This is why in 
the early days a myth arose that the Internet is a space outside 
the law, a ‘lawless space’, where, metaphorically speaking, the 
rules of the Wild West apply. Present study outlines the forma-
tion of social media, the transformation of online communi-
cation, and the road from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, highlighting 
the difficulties that legislating and regulating authorities might 
encounter when dealing with this new type of medium.

2.	The appearance of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0
Although the data suggest that the spread of social media 

took place in the last decade, the evolution of the digital world 

did not start with those platforms. The old, unidirectional, so-
called Web 1.0 applications merely served as a means to repre-
sent traditional media in a new, digital environment.1 “Web 1.0, 
the ‘heroic age’ - even looking back from the point of view of 
Web 2.0 - was basically about online presence, being seen via 
brochure-type, rarely updated websites for companies, portfolio-
type websites for individuals, and various news sites; that is, 
a kind of online representation of the printed press, where the 
most obvious forms of feedback were through e-mail or the tel-
ephone.” 2 As this quote shows, the Internet between 1990 and 
2000 can hardly be compared to the digital world we are living 
in now. There were obvious technological limitations to display-
ing traditional media products in traditional ways, but an even 
more significant difference is that this era was characterised - as 
it had been in practice for centuries - by a unidirectional straight 
line of checked information passed on from the creator to the 
consumer of the content, mostly without the need for feedback.3 
The key issue here was clearly that consumers were passive: their 
primary ‘role’ was to absorb the information.

However, technological development,4 the bursting of the 
first dotcom bubble in 2000,5 and the ensuing crisis of confi-
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  6	 SLUMKOSKI, C., History on the Internet 2.0: The Rise of Social Media. In: Acadiensis, vol. 41, Nr. 2, 2012, p. 153-162.
  7	 CSORDÁS, A., A  feltölthető világ – Web 2.0 [Uploadable world – Web 2.0]. In: Magyar Narancs, 17 November 2005, https://magyarnarancs.hu/ 
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  9	 And later through multidirectional (P2P) communication. MILEFF, P., P2P hálózatok [P2P networks]. University of Miskolc General Informatics 

Department. https://users.iit.uni-miskolc.hu/~mileff/parh2/p2p.pdf (accessed 24 Aug 2021).
10	 As the proverb goes, ‘Sharing is caring’ – which became a basic principle for sharing.
11	 KARAMBIRI, Z., Les responsabilités liées aux contenus postés dans les blogs. In: Revue du Droit des Technologies de l’Information, Nr. 36, 2009, p. 30.
12	 ALEXANDER, C., A Pattern Language. Towns, Buildings, Construction. Oxford, 1977.
13	 O‘REILLY, T., What Is Web 2.  0. Design Patterns and Business Models for the Next Generation of Software. 30 September 2005, 
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14	 OBAR, J. – WILDMAN, S., Social Media Definition and the Governance Challenge: An Introduction to the Special Issue. In: SSRN Electronic Jour-

nal, 2015, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/315455917_Social_Media_Definition_and_the_Governance_Challenge_An_Introduction_to_the_ 
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dence led internet companies in a new direction, where the roles 
of users have changed, and the focus shifted to common knowl-
edge, common creation and common action. And although 
some of the pioneering companies had been founded a  few 
years earlier (Google in 1998, Blogger in 1999, Wikipedia in 
2001), the real breakthrough took some time.6 Myspace, Last.
fm, Picasa and Facebook were set up in 2004, while Flickr, del.
icio.us and YouTube in 2005, but for Web 2.0 to be widespread 
it needed a large mass of users who were able to really create 
a community. “Only with Web 2.0 does the number of content 
uploaders rise drastically, as the new, stable infrastructure and 
simplified user interface make every downloader a potential up-
loader as well.” 7 Within a few years (by December 2007) 20% 
of the world’s population had access to the internet:

Date Number of users % of world population 8

December 1995 16 million 0.4 %

December 1996 36 million 0.9 %

December 1997 70 million 1.7 %

December 1998 147 million 3.6 %

December 1999 248 million 4.1 %

December 2000 361 million 5.8 %

August 2001 513 million 8.6 %

September 2002 587 million 9.4 %

December 2003 719 million 11.1 %

December 2004 817 million 12.7 %

December 2005 1,018 billion 15.7 %

December 2006 1,093 billion 16.7 %

December 2007 1,319 billion 20.0 %

Thus a growing number of users were able to join an infinite 
number of bidirectional 9 communication processes, which were 
primarily based on the community, and advocated the prior-
ity of user-created content. Constant sharing,10 qualifying (e.g. 
comment, like, link) and classifying (e.g. tagging) of content 
enabled the creation of a  communication space where active 
users could participate as economically and politically inde-
pendent entities. The term ‘Web 2.0’ was coined in 2004 by 
Tim O’Reilly, but there is no obvious and unified definition 
to it.11 O’Reilly, however, based on the ideas of Christopher 
Alexander,12 lists a  group of characteristics - which form the 
basis of every later attempt at defining Web 2.0. The most im-

portant characteristics of the new media, according to O’Reilly, 
are the following:

„Small parts can make one big item, either through inner --
development or by adding up (The Long Tail)
Data as the driving force (Data is the Next Intel Inside)--
‘Architecture of participation’ (Users Add Value)--
Loose organisational structure (The Perpetual Beta)--
Based on cooperation, not control (Cooperate, Don’t Con---
trol)” 13

Based on the above, a decade later Jonathan Obar and Steven 
Wildman summarised previous attempts at defining Web 2.0:

„Social media services are Web 2.0 Internet-based applica---
tions,
User-generated content is the lifeblood of social media,--
Individuals and groups create user-specific profiles for a site --
or app designed and maintained by a social media service,
Social media services facilitate the development of social --
networks online by connecting a profile with those of other 
individuals and/or groups.” 14

This means that social media sites constitute only a  small 
segment of Web 2.0 applications, even if the huge number of 
users suggests that they are a much bigger segment. The Hun-
garian Wikipedia entry on Web 2.0 lists the following types of 
social media: 15

Social networking services (Facebook, LinkedIn, Orkut, --
MySpace,)
Photo-sharing websites (Instagram, Flickr, Indafotó, Picasa, --
Photobucket, SmugMug, Zooomr,)
Video-sharing platforms (YouTube, Google Videos, IndaVideó)--
Blogs, micro-blogs (Twitter, Jaiku.com, Plurk)--
Online office applications (Google Calendar, Google Docs &  --
Spreadsheets, Zoho, ThinkFree Online)
Auction sites (Marketplace, eBay, Vatera)--
Podcasts--
Wikipedia and other wikis--
Forums--
Online file storage facilities (Dropbox, Google Drive, Box.net)--
Online maps (Waze, Google Maps, Yahoo! Maps)--
Sites facilitating online trading (PayPal, Abaqoos)--
Music streaming services (Pandora.com, Last.fm)--
Public copyright licenses (Creative Commons, GPL)--
Link-sharing services (del.icio.us, Diigo, Linkzilla)--
News aggregators (Digg)--
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Newsfeeds (feedek, RSS)--
Personalised start pages facilitating remixing of news (iGoogle, --
Netvibes, Google Reader)
Communities providing internet access (Fon, Meraki)--
Virtual realities (Second Life) and online games (MMORPG)--
Uniform authentication protocols (OpenID, TypeKey)--
Mashups and services facilitating their creation--
Version control systems facilitating open source softwares --
(CVS, SVN, Git, Mercurial, Bazaar)
Pastebins--
Scientific programmes using the internet (SETI@Home, --
Galaxyzoo) and meteorological communities (Metnet.hu, 
időkép.hu, Viharvadász.hu) 16

The average user knows and uses only the most popular of 
these applications. The list, however, perfectly encapsulates the 
potential still hidden in Web 2.0. “The exponential growth in 
the number of creative users results in the democratisation of 
creation, consumption, communication and expressing opinion, 
as well as a radical change in our knowledge of the world.” 17

Below are two illustrations by Shayne Bowman and Chris 
Willis from 2003, who differentiated between what they called 
broadcast model and intercast model. The former term is used for 
traditional media services (television, radio) and is character-
istic of Web 1.0 in the 1990s, while the latter is a different, 
online type of media service, characteristic of today’s  online 
communication, and Web 2.0.

Broadcast Model 18

Intercast Model 19

16	 The order of the examples mentioned in the Wikipedia entry was altered altered, starting with the most popular services - Author’s comment.
17	 CSERPES, A., Marketing és menedzsment a közművelődésben [Marketing and management in community culture]. Zalaegerszeg, 2011, p. 194.
18	 BOWMAN, S. – WILLIS, C., We Media. How Audiences are Shaping the Future of News and Information. The Media Center at The American Press Institute, 

2003, https://www.hypergene.net/wemedia/download/we_media.pdf, p. 10. (accessed 24 Aug 2021).
19	 BOWMAN – WILLIS 2003, p. 10.
20	 ‘You’ being both singular and plural, thus allowing for a wide range of interpretations.
21	 http://content.time.com/time/covers/0,16641,20061225,00.html (accessed 24 Aug 2021).
22	 GROSSMAN, L., You Yes, You Are TIME’s Person of the Year. In: Time Magazin, 25 December 2006, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/ 

0,9171,1570810,00.html (accessed 24 Aug 2021).
23	 KEDROSKY, P., I  Call „Market Top” on „You”. https://web.archive.org/web/20080207013442/http://paul.kedrosky.com/archives/2006/12/16/i_call_ 

market_t.html (archived from the original by Internet Archive). (accessed 24 Aug 2021).
24	 GROSSMAN 2006.

The basic difference between the two models is in their or-
ganisational structure. In the broadcast model communication 
is structured vertically, top-down, where, as we have seen, the 
consumer plays only a passive role, while in the intercast mod-
el the users form a  self-structuring, active platform. This also 
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„My readers know more than I do.--
That is not a threat, but rather an opportunity.--
We can use this together to create something between a sem---
inar and a conversation, educating all of us.
Interactivity and communications technology — in the form --
of e-mail, weblogs, discussion boards, web sites and more — 
make it happen.” 25

It would be easy to say they were wrong, but it wouldn’t 
be true. They were right in their basic principles: a brand new 
form of communication became available for the first time in 
the history of mankind. For the first time it was possible for the 
masses, not only the privileged elite minority, to communicate, 
to have a real conversation.26 Looking back on the history of 
communication,27 there had always been some kind of ‘entry 
threshold’ preventing the masses from participating in commu-
nication processes. We do not need to go back to the very be-
ginnings of the media, only as far back as the pre-printing press 
codices: the issues of paper, ink and literacy were all obstacles 
to communication. Although Gutenberg seemed to have ended 
this situation with the invention of the movable type,28 due 
to the lack of paper at the time, and the relative novelty and 
underdevelopment of the technology, the famous Gutenberg 
Bible was printed in only 180 copies.29 Of course, the inven-
tion of the printing press greatly contributed to the spreading 
of information, but a significant change required quite a lot of 
time. The classic press and the appearance of monthly, weekly 
and daily newspapers enabled a wider, but still limited audience 
to get information.30 In the 20th century the spread of radio,31 
and later television,32 allowed even more people to join in the 
communication processes, though, as we have seen, merely 
as passive recipients. Therefore, while radios, televisions and 
newspapers were widespread, and there were more and more 

ways to spread information, there was still no possibility for 
feedback - that is, real conversation.

3.	Problems of Web 2.0, or the myth of ‘lawless space’ 
debunked
The possibility of real conversation in mass communication 

arose only with the advent of Web 2.0, so it is no wonder that 
it created an overly optimistic atmosphere. Another factor, per-
haps foreshadowing future problems, was the myth that the 
Internet is a  space outside the law, where those participating 
in any communication can have a freedom never before expe-
rienced, in a self-regulating way, without any state regulations. 
“Is the Internet a  lawless space? Of course, Effectively, there 
are no laws, except in places like China. I’m a liberal, so I be-
lieve in the free flow of information (…).” said British politi-
cian Paddy Ashdown in 2008 33 when talking about a national 
report 34 which stated that the number of terrorism-related and 
violent online contents was on the rise.35 The myth of the law-
less space 36 could not be maintained for long: year by year, 
month by month, and even day by day it became apparent that 
this ‘Brave new world’, as Aldous Huxley put it, was not the 
fantastic utopia many people had hoped for.

Brand new difficulties arose not only for users but for legisla-
tors too:

The scattered, atomized state of the Internet and online --
communities 37

The questionable quality of communal knowledge sourc---
es 38

The difficulty of obtaining reliable information (fake news, --
deepfake) 39

Financial risks, which might lead to yet another dotcom --
bubble 40
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Information overload (that is, a tremendous amount of in---
formation versus the limited attention span of users) 41

The issue of ‘spam’ content, slowing down online traffic --
(data pollution, digital pollution) 42

Anonymity, which used to be a  main feature of the early --
days of the Internet, but which has become the foundation 
of abuse (online bullying, online ruthlessness, flame war, re-
venge pron) 43

Censorship by companies and states--
Self-censorship--
As world-renowned Polish philosopher and sociologist Zyg-

munt Bauman put it in a 2016 interview: “Social media does 
not teach us how to converse, as it is easy to avoid arguments… 
Most people use social media not to reach a common platform 
with others, not to widen their horizons, but quite the opposite, 
to create their own comfort zone where they only hear their 
own echo, and only see their own mirror image. Social media 
is indeed useful, and gives a  lot of pleasure, but it is actually 
a trap.” 44 Although many people hoped to eventually become 
a star, Andy Warhol’s 15 minutes of fame 45 remained an unful-
filled dream for the majority.

4.	Web 2.0 and the issues of regulation
As we have seen, a significant number of active, participat-

ing users have appeared alongside applications which were able 
to satisfy these users’ needs to express their opinions (first and 
foremost: social media sites), but in the first years there was 
a kind of legal vacuum around the Internet. No wonder it was 
the privately owned companies that first set up the rules and 
conditions for users. For a few years this status quo was satisfac-
tory for all parties. States washed their hands, pointing to tech 
companies in any given dispute; tech companies were able to 
maximize their profit without any outside control; and masses 
of users could be part of a media environment never before ex-
perienced, largely independent from the regulations of earlier, 
traditional media.

The new type of media has completely changed both our 
private and social lives, and nobody was prepared for the ex-

tent of this change. “Early commentators questioned how 
governments would respond to the spread of the Internet and 
whether an international approach to internet governance 
would develop.” 46 Most people agreed with Steve Hanley, who 
said “Stymied legislative bodies find the Internet difficult to 
regulate, however, the present hands off approach is creating 
a mockery of well established law.’Each country connected to 
the Internet may opt to either ignore Internet regulation or 
implement a system that supports an international scope and 
uphold each nation’s established jurisprudence.” 47 However, 
the need for a unified regulation arose only after the number 
of problems grew. It is also of importance that the Internet 
was born in the United States, and was based on ensuring the 
freedom of speech and the users’ privacy, and while in Europe 
these basic principles were more or less accepted, the Internet 
soon spread in other (legal) cultures where these values are not 
of paramount importance.48

So legislators have multiple tasks at hand. Firstly, to formu-
late a  legal framework around a  mass communication device 
used by billions of people on all continents, operated and owned 
mostly by American companies with the aforementioned Amer-
ican attitude. And secondly, to handle legal questions which 
are viewed differently by countries of different legal cultures or 
even by different laws of countries having similar legal cultures. 
Not to mention the diversity in social and political structures 
in different countries. Also, the Internet has developed its own 
set of rules, which the users implicitly (i.e. with the act of using 
the Internet) accept.49

This way regulating states can easily find themselves in a sit-
uation where the object of regulation can only be defined at 
“different, often overlapping levels: from local to supranational 
and global levels.” 50 Thus “ the vertical, centralized and state-
based modes of traditional regulation have been complemented 
by collaborative horizontal arrangements, leading to ’a complex 
ecology of interdependent structures’ with ’a vast array of for-
mal and informal mechanisms working across a multiplicity of 
sites.’”.51 All this might explain why many states were content 
to sweep the question under the carpet.
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There is disagreement on the exact moment in time when 
it was no longer an option. It surely happened some time 
in the early 2010s, when certain events were influenced by 
the formerly anonymous, voiceless masses now turned active 
participants. Prime examples are the WikiLeaks scandal of 
2010,52 the Arab Spring of early 2011,53 the 2011 London 
riots,54 or the ‘Occupy Wall Street’ movement.55 Social media 
also facilitated the display and publicity of terrorist attacks, 
such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York,56 the Boston 
Marathon bombing,57 the shooting at the Bataclan in Paris,58 
or the attack on the Christchurch mosque in New Zealand.59 
The Islamic State (IS) was also significantly influenced by the 
tools and possibilities of this new form of media.60 Sadly, the 
same applies for natural disasters. Whether it was a hurricane 
named Harvey, Irma or Maria, a 7.0 earthquake in Haiti or 
a  tsunami in the Solomon Islands, whatever happened was 
either broadcast live or was subsequently covered, in both 
cases being watched by millions of people worldwide. Later 
significant events were the US presidential election in 2016 
and Brexit, the referendum which led to the United Kingdom 

leaving the European Union. The genie was out of the bottle, 
and by the mid 2010 s governments and states could not turn 
a blind eye, could not allow for ‘privatized regulation’ 61 (that 
is, outsourcing the state’s demand for regulation) by social 
media companies to continue.

5.	Conclusion
The altered media environment and the drastically lowered 

entry threshold have changed what we call the media. If we 
can participate in global communication using a mobile phone 
or a  computer, then Marshall McLuhan’s  ‘global village’ 62 
has indeed become reality. But, as Péter Nádori put it, “the 
analogies with previous conditions are inadequate: comments, 
reblogs, tweets, Tumblr posts, search results are, from certain 
fixed viewpoints, analogous with reader’s letters, manifestos on 
lampposts, solitary stump orator speeches, database enquiries 
or conversations among friends, but a shift in the perspective 
reveals the characteristics that burst open the forced frame-
work.” 63 Along with all the difficulties, sadly, that we have seen 
on the news.


