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INTRODUCTION

Virtual Communities (VC), as defined by Rheingold (2000),
are the social groups formed in the cyberspace when
enough people carry on public discussions long enough
and with sufficienthuman feeling. VC enabled by the ICT
technologies are formed in two ways. Either their members
can be actively engaged with each other and tightly
coupled in e-mail discussion and communication groups,
or they can be the passive observers of the Web pages
and thereby loosely coupled with other members of the
community. The Computer-Mediated Communication
(CMC) among the members of the VC is facilitated by
Community Informatics (CI), which is defined by Gurstein
(2000)asa

technology strategy or discipline which links economic
and social development efforts at the community level
with emerging opportunities in such areas as electronic
commerce, community and civic networks. (p. 1)

This article will provide an overview ofregional VC in
Turkey. It will focus on the rural, rather than the urban
regions of the country. By “rural areas” is defined here as
the entire country excluding major metropolitan areas
such as Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, Adana, and Bursa. It is
hypothesized that in such areas economic and social
hardships as well as cultural characteristics constitute
major obstacles in the development of VC. The losing side
of the digital divide within the country will be investi-
gated and possible future trends will be examined. Al-
though the penetration of ICT and the sophistication
level of CI in some urban areas of the country are
comparable to developed countries, this article will ex-
clude such spheres.

BACKGROUND

Turkey is located between South-Eastern Europe and the
Middle East and has close historical ties with the Western
and Eastern world. Partly due to Turkey’s bridging char-
acteristic between the East and the West, the country has
strong traits from both worlds. As one foreign observer
(Wolcott, 1999) notes, Turkey is

Table 1. Some economic and social indicators of Turkey
as compared to the average of medium development
countries

GDP per Adult literacy | Physicians per | Infant
capita rate (2001) 100,000 people | mortality rate
(2001) per 1000
births (2001)
Turkey USD 2230 85.5% 127 36
Average USD 1929 83.3% 131 40
of the 86
countries

a land of dramatic contrasts. [..] The Western portion of
the country, centred on Istanbul, offers a cosmopolitan,
urban life for over half of Turkey’s population. Most of
the country’s geography, however, consists of pastoral
agricultural regions. (p. 5)

and “both the conservative and liberal ends of the social
spectrum are well represented” (p. 57) in the country. Such
contrasts provide an additional fertility for a stark digital
divide within the country.

By mosteconomical and social indicators, Turkeyis a
developing country. United Nations Developing Program
(UNDP) issues yearly Human Development Reports
(UNDP, 2003) where countries are compared according to
several development and life quality criteria such as Gross
Domestic Product (GDP), education, and access to health
services. The 2003 report ranks and categorizes the coun-
tries in three groups, namely high (55 countries), medium
(86 countries), and low (34 countries) human develop-
ment. Inthe 2003 report, Turkey is ranked in overall human
development somewhere in the middle of the Medium
Human Development group. Table 1 shows some eco-
nomic and social indicators of the country as com-
pared to the average of the 86 medium development
countries (ibid.)

Technology diffusion and usage indicators of Turkey
and the average of the medium development group in the
same report are shown in Table 2 (ibid.)

As Table 2 shows communication instruments are
exceptionally used in the country. Disregarding the in-
comparable tiny island countries, Turkey is ranked sec-
ond in the penetration of both mainline telephone and
GSM subscriptions in the group of the 86 medium devel-
opment countries.
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Table 2. Some ICT indicators of Turkey as compared to the average of medium development countries

Telephone | GSM Internet Personal | Scientists Receipts
mainlines subscribers | users per | computers | and of
per 1000 per 1000 1000 per 1000 | engineers royalties
people people people people in R&D and
(2001) (2001) (2001) (2001) (per million | licence
people fees (USD
1996-2000) | per person
-2001)
Turkey 285 295 41 306 0.0
Average of 110 88 - 597 a 1.8b
the 86
countries

Wolcott (1999) investigated the diffusion of the Internet
in the country where he identified an analysis framework
with six dimensions, each having levels from zero (least
advanced) to four (most advanced). According to this
framework, the diffusion dimensions and their levels for
Turkey are shown in Table 3.

Although these figures and ICT usage are above the
average of the comparable developing countries, the
number of scientists and engineers and the receipt of
royalties and licence fees are much below the average as
Table 2 shows. This indicates that the people in the
country are fascinated with the usage of technology but
there is insufficient scientific activity to support it.

CULTURE AND BEYOND: RURAL
VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES IN TURKEY

Most developing countries tend to have oral rather than
written culture. This also applies to Turkey where commu-
nication instruments such as daily circulations of news-
papers, mainline and cellular telephones, radio and televi-
sion penetrations can be used to gauge the tendency of
the population in the dichotomy of oral-written culture.
Although telephone, radio, and television penetrations
are much above the average of the comparable countries,
daily newspaper circulation is about three million in the
country, which is below the average of comparable coun-
tries. This shows a clear orientation to the oral culture and
such an orientation is not a supportive medium for the
computer-mediated communication which predominantly
requires written communication skills.

A striking feature of Cl initiatives in the rural areas is
the lack of personal Web pages in the appropriate Web
sites. This is possibly related with the prevalent collectiv-
ist culture (Hofstede, 2001; Kabasakal & Bodur, 1998) in
the country where individuals are deemphasised and the
community has a prominence in the social life. On the
contrary, one could see some level of personal Web pages
in the sites originating from urban areas, indication of
some higher level of modernisation and the correspond-
ing level of individualism.

Hall (1976) distinguishes high-context and low-con-
text cultures according to the means people communicate.
High-context communications involve “pre-programmed
information that is, in the receiver and in the setting, with
only minimal information in the transmitted message”
(ibid. p. 101). In low-context communications, the mes-
sage must also contain some explicit information about
the context. Low-context cultures are highly individualised
and people are somewhat alienated from each other. Hall
further argues that man’s mechanical extensions can be
relatively easily absorbed and used and, as a result,
“people become more and more like their machines” (p. 39)
in these cultures. On the contrary, information is widely
shared and “messages with deep meaning flow freely” (p.
39) in high-context cultures. Hall gives the example of
Germans and Swiss for low-context, Arabs and Chinese
for high-context cultures. Turkish culture also has clear
traits for high-context communication.

The implications are clear: Easy absorption and use of
mechanical extensions such as computers provide certain
advantages for the ICT production and use in low-context
cultures. Additionally, most ICT are only capable of

Table 3. Wolcott’s analysis framework for Internet diffusion in Turkey

Pervasiveness | Geographic Sectoral Connectivity | Organisational | Sophistication
dispersion absorption infrastructure | infrastructure | of use
3 > common | 4 > 2> 25> 3> 2>
nationwide moderate expanded, competitive conventional
nearly broad
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