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The History of Modern Computing
And How it has contributed to the Political Processes

The topic I would like to explore in this paper is the role of computers in politics especially when it comes to the electoral processes. Has computer enhanced the electoral process or has it hampered it in anyway? I am especially interested in the development of internet and what that has meant to the electoral processes. As we all know the creation of internet has made the access of information incredibly easy. In addition computers are now playing an even greater role in the actual voting process as they’re used to cast ballots. As a result the question has become does computer play a positive or negative role in as suppose to does it play any role at all? This paper will explore the evolution of computers in regards to such developments and what it has all meant to democracy in the United States. The idea of digital democracy will also be discussed. 

Brief Overview of history of Computer


Pin pointing the beginning of computers can be quite difficult especially because the meaning itself has change many times over the years. The term computers came about as a result of the early stages of its development. Initially computer described a person that did mathematical calculation (Lecture). As a result the beginning of computing can be argued to go as far back as pre history; however this paper will focus on the evolution of computers in modern times including the creation of the personal computer. The 1940’s especially was characterized by rapid growth of such technological developments. Among the many achievements of this period one is the Atanasoff-Berry Computers. Developed in 1941 this machine used vacuum tube based computation binary numbers and regenerative capacitor memory. Sorothy aftern the development of the Atanasoff-Beryy Computer the Z3 was produced in 1941 and it was the first working machine that had binary arithmetic and measures of programmability (Wilhelm ). Both of these computers were considered even today very important developments in the history of computing. However, by far the most important development that occurred during this period is the ENIAC. In 1946, the US Army’s ballistics Research Laboratory, the ENIAC became the first general purpose electronic computer. The ENIAC, also known as the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer was the first large-scale, electronic, digital computer capable of being reprogrammed to solve a full range of computing problems, although earlier computers had been built with some of these properties (Lecture). ENIAC was designed and built to calculate artillery firing tables for the U.S. Army's Ballistics Research Laboratory ( Lecture). Among the factors that have contributed to the rather rapid evolution of computers are the various wars the United States has been involved in and also the various cultural and political events. For instance the ENIAC came about as a result of WWII. 

The Personal Computer 


For our purposes the development of personal computer is especially very essential and the ENIAC laid the ground work for the eventual development of the personal computer. The development of the personal computer facilitated not only the creation of the internet but also the availability of it. The personal computer first emerged in the 1960’s in Bay Area, California. Similar to previous eras the development of the personal computer also resulted from the direct involvement of the United States in a war. During the 1940’s, the ENIAC was created as a result of WWII which forced developed nations to invest in technology that will enhance their military capabilities. This brought an incredible amount of money into the research and development of various technologies during that period. The 1960’s were no different, in that the war in Vietnam influenced the development of technology. What was different about this era however, is the fact that the influence came in the form of the many countercultural movements that were occurring. The idea of social movements affecting technological developments is well argued by John Markoff. In his book, What the Dormouse Said: How the 60s Counterculture Shaped the Personal Computer, he discusses the people around the development of the personal computer and how they were influenced by their environment. One great example of how countercultural movements influenced the people behind personal computer and thus its development is the experience of Fred Moore. According to Markoff, Fred Moore was the co-founder of Homebrew Computer Club in 1970. Moore was interested in developing personal computers in order to organize his work as a draft resister. He needed the development of such a system in order to further his cause and not so much for glory or fame.   

The creation of the Internet and its contribution to political processes 


Various facts led to the creation of the internet besides the development of the personal computer. In fact the need for such a system became apparent early on. In 1957 the USSR launches the Sputnik the first satellite and the US followed by creating the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) (Lecture). This was the beginning of the Cold War years where both the United States and the Soviet Union were engaged in arms race that also included technological race. It was in the understanding of many politicians that the future of war fare would be highly technological. As a response to the Soviet Spuntnki, the U.S began investing heavily on technology that would put it at an advantage. The U.S. Air Force especially needed a system that would allow it to keep control over its missals in case of a nuclear war. The RAND Corporation came up with an idea that was both revolutionary and reliable. The Brand Corporation understood the fact that no network that had a central authority could function at a time of war, as a result they created a network that had no central agency and that operated while in tatters (Lecture). 

 RAND, IMB and UCLA experimented with this “decentralized, blast proof, packet-switching network (Sterling) .UCLA installed the first node in 1969, and later on that same year installed three more. These four computers transferred data and most important is also how all four were programmable from different nodes. This system was called ARPAnet. It protected the flow of information between military institutions by creating a network of geographically separated computers that could exchange information via a newly developed protocol called Network Control Protocol. However, some argue that the ARPAnet developed not because of the military but because of the lack of powerful research machines that would allow researchers to access information. Regardless of why this system came about it soon became a way to communicate person-to-person. In 1970 ARPNET grew tremendously because there was no centralized system that controlled every action (Lecture).  As a result people were able to send personal messages to one another without having to answer to anyone. The ARPNET standard for communication was called “Network Control Protocol” but it was soon replaced by Transmission control protocol”. By 1972 the first e-mail program was created by Ray Tomlinson of BBN. 
The Internet and Politics 


Today internet is part everyday life. For some it’s a place to purchase every item on their grocery list, their clothing and pay their bill all in a matter of minutes. Although the internet provides us easier ways to do our day-to-day tasks, its arguably most important contribution is how it has made access to information incredibly easy. There is also the understanding the computers and the internet are changing the culture of the United States and therefore influencing the political processes.  In his article Democracy and Computers—Pitfalls, Possibilities, David H. Gelernter, Professor of Computer Science at Yale University describes the role of computers in democracy as the following. 

“Computers are likely to affect American democracy mainly by working on American culture—on the atmosphere in which democracy lives. Networked computers at their best are like spring in the air—among human beings, spring doesn’t make things happen, but it gives them an excuse to happen. It gives us an opening. Computers can do that too. They can put us in the mood for change. They can give us an excuse to get good things done.”
This fact especially has major implication in politics especially in recent years. For politicians the internet has made campaigning and reaching out to the public very easy. Communicating with various representatives is as easy as clicking a button (Cornfield). In addition it has also made various social movements more successful than they otherwise would have been by cutting their cost. For many of these organizations reaching out to the public through letters and phone calls would have cost an incredible amount of money, however, using the internet they can reach far more people with the fraction of the cost. The fact that it has made the participation process easier and speedy leads to the conclusion that the internet has in fact been a positive force in politics. The computer isn’t only useful when it comes to providing information but it has evolved into a machine where people can caste their vote during various elections. 

For politicians what the internet has done is something remarkable. For one it has allowed their supporters to meet with one another and further build on their commonalities. Furthermore it has also made raising money very easy. All people have to do is get on their internet provide their card number and a couple more other information and they are can contribute to politician campaigns that easily. 


The discussion so far has been how the computer via the internet has created better democracy by allowing the disbursement of information easy. We’ve also discussed what how it has allowed the contact between officials and their constituents easy and fast. However there is also another contribution of the internet that has been growing in recent history. And this new development is the creation of online communities that are based on various commonalities. These organization which can also be described as civil societies, promote better participation in various political movement and can take place in every single person’s home (Gelernter). 
Electronic Voting System: and the controversy surrounding it

The idea of electronic voting has been around for many years, however only in recent years has there been discussion about voting via the internet. Here we’ll discuss the evolution of electronic voting systems and the new idea of internet voting. First development that has contributed to the development of the electronic voting system was Murray Turoff in 1970. Turoff developed a computer supported Delphi panel that allowed individuals to:

I. View all new discussion items entered by users

II. Vote on any or all of the discussion items

III. View all types of voting results

However, the idea of electronic voting idea didn’t come around until 1971. Buckminster Fuller came up with a concept for people to one day use the internet in order to participate in political practices.  He is also credited for coining the term “electronic voting system” (Cornfield).  Although the idea has been around since the early 1970’s it didn’t materialize until the 1990’s. In fact the first time the idea of electronic voting system was used was in the 1996 in the United States. The Reform Party became the first US political party to use Internet voting (along with telephone and postal mail voting) to select a Presidential candidate. Over 2000 voters voted via the Internet.


Many of the elections today are all done through some sort of computerized system. And it is no longer a question that the future of casting a ballot will all be done through computers however some still question the reliability of such a system. The presidential election of 2000 comes to mind when questioning the reliability of computerized voting systems. Many argue that the electronic voting systems contributed to the unjust defeat of Vice President Al Gore. One other major concern is also the idea that hacking into computerized systems, some argue that hacking into such system is easy and votes can in fact be manipulated in such ways. Punch Cards cannot be tampered with that easily at least after the votes have been tallied assuming that the punch cards are manufactured in a way that is fair. 

What has all this meant to the idea of democracy?


The computer has made the processes of participating in politics easier in fact there is a term that describes the role of computers in democracy. Digital Democracy describes this phenomenal. The term essentially means “the utilization of electronic communications technologies, such as the Internet, in enhancing democratic processes within a democratic republic or representative democracy. It is a political development still in its infancy, as well as the subject of much debate and activity within government, civic-oriented groups and societies around the world” (Davis). Digital Democracy does not only refer to the ease of political participation but also the quality of participation. As more and more outlets are created for the disbursement of information, the more people become aware of issues and the better informed their decisions become. It is no mystery that higher participation of well informed citizens leads to a better democracy. 

Criticism of the role of Computers in Politics

One major problem that critics have of the digital democracy is that it actually isn’t as inclusive as it appears. They argue that although computers are available for the general public there is still a very big difference between those who have access to computes and those who doesn’t. Computers today are still very expensive and not everyone can afford it, therefore there is an increasing gap between those who have the ability to voice there opinion via the internet and those who don’t because they can’t. 

However the counter argument for this would be the fact that although not everyone has access to computers it does not mean that they can’t participate in the political arena. In fact there are still paper ballots and communicating with a representative is also not impossible as they are a phone call away. What computer and the internet have done is not completely exclude certain groups from participating in the politics but enhanced the quality of participation by making information about various aspects of politics available to the general public. 

Computers have been great assets for democracy in the United States. Internet especially has made accessing information very easy which has made the political participation much more meaningful simply because people are making informed decisions. Another aspect of the role of computers in electoral processes is also the idea behind electronic voting. Although the current stage of electronic voting or online voting is not as reliable it’s no doubt that it will be the future casting ballots.

One of the main characteristics of a democracy is the freedom for association and the freedom to have access to information. The computer via the internet has provided both of these essential factors. The internet has made the availability of information accessible and it also has allowed the association of various groups. Many times the organizations and groups that are formed via the internet are among people who live in different geographic location. The internet has made their association very easy as they have no need to travel in order to form groups. 

Computers are the present and will also be the future of how we conduct our day to day lives. And although the discussion about the role of computers and internet above has been in terms of the first world nations, or the developed world this does not mean that this phenomenal is only occurring in these places. In fact the availability of the internet and the computer is increasingly becoming more and more available in third world nations. Most interesting about this fact is that many of these nations are not democratic and one can’t help but question if computers and the internet will somewhat facilitate the transition of these nations from authoritarian regimes to possible democratic government. Although this might seem too far fetched it is a possibility that can not and should not be ignored by the world. 
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