BOSAH EBO

Department of Communication

Rider University

Lawrenceville, New Jersey, Estados Unidos

Cyberimperialism?
Global relations in the new electronic frontier

The Internet has ushered in the new information age. More than 40 million people
world-wide have access to the Internet, a collection of computers around the world that
disseminate digitized information through telephone lines. Over 100 countries have direct
Internet access, with at least one «host» computer in the country. If you include e-mail
networks, about 168 countries are linked to the Internet. All countries in the North and most
of Eastern Europe, Latin America and South East Asia have direct access to the Internet.
Parts of Africa, Central and South Asia have only e-mail capability. The Internet has become
the fastest growing communications medium in history, doubling in size every year from 1988
to 1994 (Panos, 1996). Messages can be sent around the world to one person or a thousand
people in a matter of minutes.

The Internet is dramatically redefining the nature of social relationships within
nations and between nations in general. Virtual environments and cyber communities are
deemphasizing the significance of time and space (Gates, 1996; Negroponte, 1995;
Rheingold, 1991). Globally, the Internet is poised to change many characteristics of
traditional cross-national business transactions as the notion cyber-marketplace continues
to unfold (Cronin, 1996). As the Internet becomes an every day appliance and accessible
from every point on the globe, disparate geographical enclaves separated by distance and
time will be linked into all sorts of cyber-relationships. This ability of the technology to link
diverse cultures, economies, and political systems into new cyber relationships that are
uninhibited by conventional definitions of geographic territory and national sovereignty could
create a true global village (Castells, 1996). Many nations are quickly developing strategies
and policies to stay in the technology race. To compete more effectively, the Canadian high-
tech industry urged a parliamentary committee to expand a new immigration program that
would allow people with specialized technological skills to enter Canada quickly on temporary
work permits (Ottawa Citizen 9 April 97).

Technologies generally harbor intrinsic tensions and tendencies that mandate
particular ideological orientations. While many of the tensions and tendencies of the Internet
are still unclear, some implications are beginning to emerge. The Internet relies on
technology which is much less accessible and much more expensive in the developing
nations than in the industrialized world (Hanson, 1990). Users need a computer and modem,
affordable telephone lines and reliable electricity, which are not readily available in the
developing nations. In fact, eighty percent of the world’s population still lacks the most basic
telecommunications provision such as telephone lines. India, has 8 million telephone lines
for 900 million people. There are more telephone lines in Manhattan, New York than in the
whole of sub-Saharan Africa (Panos, 1996). And the telephone system that works in much
of Africa still relies on the colonial infrastructure. Calls from Dakar in Senegal to Lusaka in
Zambia are still routed from Dakar to Banjul, to London and to Lusaka (Panos, 1996). Thus,
one obvious implication is that the Internet will develop much faster in the North than the
South, which will exacerbate the existing information disparity between the North and South.

Global availability of technological infrastructures for the Internet becomes an
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important issue. The need for a hi-tech infrastructure for communications has seen the rich
countries race ahead while much of the developing parts of the world lag behind (Haywood,
1995). More than half of the connected computers in the world are in the United States,
whereas less than 10 countries in Africa are directly connected to the internet. In 1995, 70
percent of the 5 million «host» computers connected to the Internet were in the United States
(Panos, 1996). The United States and Finland have the most «host» computer connections,
with at least one for every 100 people. It is no surprise that the developed nations are
generally doing much better in communications technology. In fact, the seven most-wired
countries based on networks per million of population in descending order are Canada (192),
United States (114), Australia (110), France (37), Britain (24), Germany (22), and Japan (15)
(Toronto Globe & Mail, May 23 1997). Conversely, thirty-five of the 49 nations that had fewer
than one telephone per 100 people in 1992 were in Africa. Obviously, one danger with the
current state of affairs with the Internet is the emergence of a new global information elitism,
which will further marginalize the developing nations.

There also is the issue of language and cultural environment of communications
technology. Since academics and business people in the United States dominate interactions
on the Internet, much of the information on the medium originates in the United States
(Panos, 1996). Also, most Web designers are North American and are naturally inclined to
favor their cultural prerogatives, oblivious to the connotations and nuances of other cultures
and languages. English has become the preferred language of the Internet, and the cultural
environment of the Internet reflects the free-market libertarian philosophy of the United
States. An obvious problem is that, except for the elite, English is not the primary language
in the vast majority of the developing nations. Even non-English speaking developed
nations, such France, see the dominance of English and American cultural idiosyncrasies on
the Internet as a form of cultural imperialism. The French government has been pushing for
the development of online French-searching software and a French vocabulary for the
Internet to allow francophone cybernautes to use the Internet without submitting to English
language (Montreal Gazette, March 11, 1996 p. A1)

The Internet has created a new type of global warfare that is waged with electronic
information instead of armaments (Molander, 1996; Libicki, 1995). Non-state agencies,
ranging from terrorist organizations to activists and advocacy, groups, engage the state and
each other in a sophisticated Internet-driven psychological warfare (Vogel, Moffett and
Sandberg, 1997; Arquilla and Ronfeldt, 1995 and 1993). The primary objective of «netwar»
is to use computer networks and databases to inflict cultural and political damage to the
international image of the opponent. Advocacy groups and social movements linked together
by electronic networks into vast transnational alignments and coalitions use «netwar» to
bring international pressure on governments by mobilizing worldwide support or condemnation
on issues ranging from the environment to human rights and religion.

It is not surprising that many closed societies and repressive regimes are threatened
by communications technology, which they see as nothing more than another hegemonic
tool for the United States to export its liberal ideology (Barber, 1997). Fearing that the Internet
could become a viable conduit for the infusion of politically sensitive information into their
countries, some of these countries have introduced plans to control the technology with
policies ranging from restrictive pricing to registration and licensing requirements. In 1996
China cut access to hundreds of Web sites to eliminate what the government termed
«cultural rubbish.» All Internet Service Providers and users were required to register with the
police (Atlanta Journal - Constitution December 27,1996 p. D3). In fact, the Chinese
government issued a detailed list of computer crimes, which included using the Internet to
defame government agencies, encourage support for the Dalai Lama or for the independence
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of Taiwan (New York Times 31 December 1997; Wall Street Journal 16 January 1997 B4).
The military government in Burma outlawed the unauthorized possession of a computer with
networking capability. Anyone found guilty of using a computer to send or receive information
on such topics as state security, the economy and national culture could go to prison for 7
to 15 years (Financial Times, October 5, 1996).

The Iraqi government called the Internet «the end of civilizations, cultures, interests,
and ethics,”and» one of the American means to enter every house in the world.”The Iraqi
government also stated that «the United States wants to become the only source for
controlling human beings in the new electronic village» (Associated Press, February 17,
1997). The iranian government has developed a policy to centralize access to the Internet
through the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications, which effectively bans sites of the
Mujahedeen, the B’ahai religion and other opposition groups (New York Time, October 8,
1996 p. A4). Singapore imposed a strict control of the Internet by requiring that service
providers screen all sites before allowing public access. But many optimistic observers of
communications technology believe that the Internet may yet offer the best avenue for true
global democracy, and the best opportunity for the developing nations to partake in the global
economy (National Research Council, 1996). Because the Internet is cheaper than other
forms of telecommunication, and could give access to huge amounts of people, it has the
potential to narrow the existing information gap between the developed and the developing
nations. Traditional hierarchical global relationships could be replaced by horizontal alignments,
spearheaded by coalitions of «netizens» and non-governmental organization (NGOs)

-working together on global concerns. The Internet could also make it easy for the
development of cross-national strategies to combat global problems since the technology is
not constrained by physical barriers.

In essence, traditional notions of the nation-state and political loyalties could be
changed dramatically by the Internet as global networked communities and cyber-driven
interest groups build new non-governmental coalitions that are oblivious to classical notions
of national sovereignty and geographic territories (Rosecrance, 1996; Frederick, 1993;
Wiriston, 1992). Because of its decentralized format and ability to by-pass the gaze of power
structures and traditional controls of communication, the Internet has strong grassroots
appeal. Activists and advocacy groups all over the world could develop inter-organizational
networks of resources and tactics across national boundaries on common issues, such as
human rights, nuclear non-proliferation and the environment. As powerful cross-national
coalitions, these groups would be in a better position to mobilize publicity and put legitimate
global pressure on governments.

Increased communication across geopolitical boundaries and time zones because
of the Internet could also increase other kinds of professional cooperative activities between
nations (Ohmae, 1991; Smith and Healy, 1987). Physicians and healthcare professionals in
the United States could utilize cyber-medicine in a“broader way to administer off-site
diagnoses to patients in remote parts of the world. By the same token, physicians in rural
hospitals in Uganda and Nigeria could seek advice from specialist in the United States.
Education professionals could use virtual instructions to deliver learning materials to
audiences all over the world. The Internet could actually slow down the massive brain drain
the developing nations have been experiencing as more and more professionals from these
nations migrate abroad in search of better education and training. The Internet could give
professionals in the developing nations quick and easy access to advanced knowledge,
archives of professional information and experts in the developed nations. On the economic
side, the convenience of cyber-shopping and lower transaction costs could revolutionize
global retailing and direct marketing. Sellers and consumers could trade and buy products
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from all over the world from their homes. Telecommunications is important for national
development. The Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) noted
that there is a direct correlation between growth in telephone line density and economc
growth (The Financial Times, September 30, 1994). Access to communications technology
by the citizens of a nation is crucial in determining the stature of the nation in the world
community and its placement in the global political and economic hierarchies (Hanna, 1991).
Hence, an important issue is whether we are dealing with information superhighway or
information superhypeway in terms of the Internet (Panos, 1996). In other words, will be a
viable tool for true global democracy or will it become another technological tool for the
imposition of American cultural attributes on the rest of the world? The Internet has the
potential to flatten cross-national relationships and enhance the notion of a global village if
environments and markets for telecommunications technology in the Third World are
developed (Richard, 1996; Parker, 1992). Physical communal neighborhoods may become
less important as new global virtual communities command more loyalty from citizens of all
nations. People could become more interested in joint global development efforts than
selfish nationally or geographically-restricted issues. The Internet could offer the most viable
opportunity yet for helping the developing parts of the world to leapfrog into the global
technological revolution.

But nations without widespread access to the Internet will have a huge problem
joining the global economic expansion the technology will bring (Tapscott, 1996). Information-
driven economic activities will increasingly elude developing countries, further denying them
meaningful participation in global economic activities. There have been some limited efforts
by Western companies to help developing nations improve their communication infrastructure.
United States corporation AT &T is soliciting investors for Africa One, a $1.9 billion high-
capacity fiber optic cable around the continent (Panos, 1996). Microsoft is planning to invest
millions of dollars in building an African market for its products. The company has started
operations in Zimbabwe and plans to open offices in Mauritius (Investor’s Business Daily 24
July 97)

For a broad global acceptance of the Internet, new inter-governmental agreements
must be established. Developed nations must not use the Internet to undermine the political
integrity and economic stability of developing nations, and developing nations and repressive
societies must not impose unnecessary restrictions on the Internet. In essence, nations must
subscribe to a non-regulatory, market-oriented approach to global electronic commerce.
National economic policies must articulate clear and predictable legal environments that
promote global cyber-commerce. Civic advocacy groups and non-governmental organization
(NGOs) must develop uniform policy platforms for dealing with global issues.

The key issues that is beginning to emerge as the Internet matures is whether all
nations will actively participate in building the information superhighway or whether the
Internet will simply replay global technological inequalities. In essence, what types of global
cooperatives, coalitions, tendencies, alignments, divisions, tensions, stresses and conflicts
that will emerge because of the Internet. There is no question that the Internet will transform
the character of global communication and international relations. But the nature of these
alignments may create new tensions between the technology-rich and technology-poor
nations if global efforts to develop inclusive democratic international pathways do not exist.
Potentially, the Internet could redefine the concept of nation by homogenizing other cultures
into an American-type culture.

We are beginning to see implications in the area of electronic networks to develop personal
and professional relationships across national boundaries. But the most troublesome area
is the redefinition of global economic, social and political empowerment. Current evidence
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indicates that the emerging global cyberculture and global commercial transactions so far
have not accommodated the cultural attributes of the developing nations. This means that
we need new rules for global cybercommerce and new types of global institutional
arrangements for access to cyberspace that recognizes the technological deficiencies of the
developing nations. Only then will the Internet offer new communication opportunities for
empowering the developing nations by enhancing alliances among them. This will also allow
cultural attributes of the developing nations to be represented on the Internet, thereby
curtailing the potential for a new deluge of cultural, political and economic information from
the developed nations.
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