
Short report on the Conference “The Future of the Internet” 

The conference combined contributions from research fronts in complexity science, internet science, 

web research, and network science with aspects of forming a strategic agenda for an emergent field 

of internet science in the ERA. The most appealing feature, as expressed by participants, was the 

wide variety of topics, methods, and scientific perspectives present. Although a large group of 

speakers came from either computer science and engineering or physics, the conference was able to 

attract attention from disciplines as sociology, economics, political sciences and even humanities 

fields as cultural studies (see Figure 1). To consolidate and extend the bridges towards social sciences 

and humanities would be one goal for a continuation of conferences of this type – a wish expressed 

by many participants. One lesson to be learned was that “The Internet means (many) different things 

to (many) different people” as Walter Willinger put it.  

 

 

Figure 1: The knowledge base of the conference “The Future of the Internet and Society” 2010 

(together with Cheng Gao).1 
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 For all 15 participants with long talks (including evening lectures) we collected all their publications as 

documented in the Web of Science (www.isiknowledge.com). The records were manually inspected and 

cleaned. From this bibliographic database the field of subject categories is used to map out the publications 

over a global map of science. We used the overlay map techniques as developed by Rafols, Leydesdorff, Porter 

(Rafols, I., Porter, A.L. and Leydesdorff, L. (In press, 2010) Overlay Maps of Science: Their Potential Usage in Science Policy 



Although it is important to keep in mind the physical structure of Internet Architecture and possible 

changes therein which might influence all levels of applications running on this infrastructure in the 

future, not every societal and scientific problem which has to be solved on all these levels has to be 

addressed at once. It is legitimate to look at the Internet at different scales in terms of its 

architecture, in terms of size, and in terms of user groups. The most interesting results can be 

expected when a transfer of methods leads to a fresh view. An example is sentiment analysis in blogs 

by methods of statistical physics which shed new light on the role of affection in communication 

(Chmiel, Tadic from the Cyberemotions project). Large scale analyses of this kind could be used as a 

sort of “scanner” indicating interesting “hot” phenomena which need to be inspected more closely 

by sociologists, psychologists, or anthropologists. At the same time, as demonstrated impressively by 

the Noshir Contractor, traditional sociology and communication science experiences an up-scaling of 

its empirical basis towards petascale applications leading eventually to the emergence of 

computational social sciences. The use of data from mobile communication, or from on-line gaming 

also raises ethical questions such as the request for consent and privacy protection.   

The study of the co-evolution of Internet and society, as set out by the organizers Romualdo Pastor-

Satorras and Claudio Castellano, requires the emergence of cross-disciplinary approaches. “Team 

science” (Contractor) is becoming a norm in many scientific fields already. Even if we should not 

become “religious” about labels for the new field, we also have to acknowledge that different 

epistemic traditions, and the primary academic education determines not only our methods but also 

what is seen as a legitimate research question. In the fight for a good problem solution we have to be 

sensitive, proactive, careful and tolerant what concerns epistemic boundaries. To solve a concrete 

problem in an interdisciplinary team is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for a successful 

collaboration. Although all academics are burning for the hands-on problem solving processes - 

research is what we want to do - without also managing the communicative and epistemic level – the 

so-called “trading zone” (see Peter Galison2) interdisciplinary work will fail. Even handling these two 

layers of the research process is not enough. At the end of a project we also have to defend and 

implement the results obtained at boundaries and over bridges in the original fields. Only in the 

iterative cycle between pushing boundaries and consolidating knowledge will the shape of the 

disciplines change and new fields will emerge.  

As researchers, we might want to keep our disciplinary identity as an important source of expertise 

(Sanchez) or we might want to expand it, encompassing other knowledge (Fortunati). But, 

independent from a diversity of individual strategies and independent of the concrete epistemic 

cultures, for academia as a self-organizing social and cognitive system and for an actual problem 

solving process, it is the scientific approach which counts. This holds for all sciences. In an 

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences from 1933, Morris R. Cohen wrote “The progressive character of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
and Research Management. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology.) and their web-

based tool (http://www.idr.gatech.edu/) to create the image. Nodes are colored according to the discipline. 

The scientific production of the speakers group covers at least 18 different scientific fields. The size of the 

(colored) nodes corresponds to the number of papers. Not surprisingly, physics, material sciences and 

computer sciences were the most prominent fields, but the activity of the group reaches out to life sciences, 

environmental sciences, medical sciences, and social sciences as well.  
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science shows that its essence is to be sought not in the content of its specific conclusions but rather 

in the method whereby its findings are made and constantly corrected. As used with reference to 

science, its meaning varies from that of abstract or formal, logic applicable to all statements to that 

of the technique which maybe peculiar to a particular science of even to some special field in it…. 

This distinction makes it possible to eliminate current but needless methodologic controversies by 

recognition of the fact that the social sciences differ from one another and from the physical sciences 

in regard to their techniques while they all agree as to their general logic as science.”3 As this 

quotation reveals a look into science history can help us to understand better our current struggles. 

Insights into the field of social studies of science (including science mapping and science modelling) 

can help us develop strategies of negotiation epistemic values. 

“It is science we want to do!” emphasis Alessandro Vespignani. Eventually, if we want to prove that 

new methods can help give us a better understanding of a century old problem such as the 

epidemics of diseases we have to present and defend our findings in communities which deal with 

this problem traditionally. It is important to link discourses and knowledge bases. Concerning 

diseases spreading, to publish in established epidemic journals is one way to cross epistemic 

boundaries and to extend the horizon of knowledge. Such a practice is what eventually makes us 

legitimate experts, and at this point it does not matter anymore if we label ourselves mathematicians 

or physicists or biologists or physicians. We will not be able to achieve a new science without fights, 

points Vespignani out, but we also have to be patient, and we have to be willing to accept failures. 

As different participants emphasis, eventually the establishment of new fields takes place over 

setting up curricula in universities and so changing the higher educational system. In the future, 

computer literacy for all disciplines is required. How to keep standards of specific “craftsmanship” 

and to reach a broad and comprehensive fundament of knowledge is one of the challenges for 

universities. Special instruments as training schools could help us to support the emergence of a 

scientific culture which allows us to address complex problems in a comprehensive way.  

Last but not least, the success of the conference was also due to its open-minded atmosphere, the 

mutual intellectual curiosity, the high-level of research, and the vivid interaction between scientists 

at different stages of their careers. The location of the conference and specific elements of 

interaction as a football match, and an excursion fostered the formation of a group identity which 

hopeful will sustain in future collaboration. 
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