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The threat of cyberimperialism
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“For the United States, a central objective of an Information Age foreign policy must be to win the battle of the world’s information flows, dominating the airwaves as Great Britain once ruled the seas.”

-- Rothkopf, “In praise of cultural imperialism,” 1997: 39.

Nations garner power which they may project internationally, both as a means of national defense and as an instrument to dominate and impose their will on others.  Indeed, for certain analysts, the two purposes gradually become indistinguishable, so naturally does one lead to the other.  In steps, “the primary reason for a state firstly to develop and then use a war capacity is fear for its own security”; this fear leads to “subjugation of other states by war or diplomacy”, which, in turn, “provides the impetus for imperialism” (Reynolds, 1981: 25; emphases added).  

Britain may have justified ruling the seas out of an altruistic sense of the “white man’s burden”, but their intentions were clearly imperialistic, stemming from a desire to establish a “relationship of effective domination or control, political or economic, direct or indirect, of one nation over another” (Cohen, 1973: 16).

It is a truism that in an information society knowledge is power; further, in an Information Age, such instruments as the Internet and the World Wide Web provide the potential means by which this power can be projected globally.  The implications are clear: if one nation could rule the airwaves as another dominated the seas in a different era, the potential for a new form of imperialism, dubbed here cyberimperialism, must exist.  By this definition, knowledge is selectively distributed or withheld as a means of controlling the international environment.  

Whether “imperialism” is the correct term for the relations which result, however, depends upon whether the terminology and structures previously associated with this term retain their legitimacy in the Information Age.

To this end it is necessary to distinguish three different types, or theories, of imperialism: metrocentric, pericentric, and systemic (Doyle, 1986:22).  These forms of imperialism rest upon a distinction between “core” and “peripheral” nations which dates back at least as far as Lenin’s classic analysis:

Lenin [argued] that the most important feature of world-scale imperialism-- “the essence of imperialism”-- is the division of the world into “oppressor” and “oppressed” countries, with the former being the imperialist powers, the latter including all the colonial and semi-colonial periphery, as well as many small countries in Europe... This seems to be the origin of the core-periphery model that underlies modern theories of underdevelopment, dependency, and imperialism, both Marxist and non-Marxist” (Blaut, 1997:386).

In systemic imperialism, it is the interaction of both center and peripheral nations which determines their relations; according to this theory, core nations dominate peripheral nations because all nations must expand their influence to avoid decline, and the peripheral nations simply begin, and remain, at an increasing disadvantage in terms of power.  In metrocentric imperialism, forces emanate from a metropole, or core nation, to encourage an expansionist foreign policy by which smaller nations or regions are dominated for profit; according to this theory, core nations initiate relations with peripheral nations in order to exploit them economically.  Finally, in pericentric imperialism, the conditions of peripheral nations, and not those of the dominant nations, determine power relations among the systems; according to this theory, peripheral nations are dominated due to classes within their borders who find profit in collaborating with the core powers of other nations (ibid.:22-30).

Each of these theories of imperialism finds its equivalent in potential versions of cyberimperialism.  First, systemic imperialism is manifested in a form of cultural imperialism imposed by core nations upon less advantaged ones.  Here, each state attempts to exports its culture, communicating it by whatever means it has at its disposal.  However, the core states are simply more favorably positioned to disseminate their cultural norms due to their dominance of the language, outlets, and means of access to the Internet.  As a result, the peripheral nations find themselves at an increasing disadvantage in the struggle to give their cultural mores and norms voice in the international arena, and to counter the cultural influences of the dominant nations.

A form of metrocentric imperialism, which I refer to as hegemonic discourse imperialism, is related to the cultural form, but differs from it in fundamental ways.  Here, the core nations consciously or unconsciously define and disseminate language and linguistic constructs for understanding the world through the media of cyberspace.  By describing the world, however, the core nations come to control it by affecting how other nations view political events, ideologies, or even other civilizations (see Huntington, 1993).  Control over Internet technology and resources thereby becomes control over the discourse on global issues and events, with the advantage remaining with the core nations.

Finally, pericentric imperialism is manifested in a form of economic imperialism practiced by core nations in relation to peripheral nations.  In the classical version of this theory, certain elements seeking profit in the peripheral nations form alliances with the core nations, providing the latter with access to markets and raw materials for manufacturing.  The core nations then sell the finished products back to the peripheral nations in an manufactured, processed, and more expensive form.  In a knowledge society, this exchange may refer to the collection of information and knowledge from disadvantaged nations through the Internet and the Worl Wide Web, and the return sale of this “raw data” in a processed, more expensive form.  Consider, for instance, that Microsoft and other software companies basically license the means to organize information, and that these means are also used by international consultants who collect information about a nation’s businesses or operations, and sell it back as “advice.”  The “processed goods” in this scenario may have changed from shirts or automobiles to data organized in a more useful form, but the process remains strikingly similar.

There exist sufficient parallels between past theories of imperialism and their potential equivalents in a cybersociety to warrant further discussion; in this paper, the discussion will be divided into four parts.  In the first part, I will evaluate the potential for a cultural imperialism which might arise due to the advantages core nations have in the competition to “make themselves heard” in a cybersociety.  In the second part, I will evaluate whether cultural imperialism can, in fact, become a form of hegemonic discourse imperialism, particularly as it might be practiced by nations attempting to spread their ideologies using the Internet and the Web as means.  In the third part, I will evaluate whether we have moved into a period of economic imperialism in which data becomes the raw material which is sold, reprocessed and in more expensive form, to the peripheral nations where it originated.  The final section discusses whether nations themselves would remain the primary actors in any of these forms of cyberimperialism which might exist.  Recalling that the imperialism has traditionally been a means to define relations between nation-states, this section asks whether, in a global “Internet society”, there might be entities other than nations which are dominant or subordinate in this process.  If the relations instead are between core and peripheral “groups” of “elites” and “non-elites’, respectively, whose membership crosses national borders, for instance, can these relationships still be referred to as imperialist?  This question will occupy the final portion of the paper.

Cultural imperialism on the net
The theories of cultural imperialism had their origins in the late 1960s, primarily among Latin American analysts; in the 1970s, their numbers had increased and spread globally to the point that their efforts and critiques were joined by many those of critics from nations in the non-aligned movement (Roach, 1997: 47).  Generally speaking, the theorists sought to link the expansion of capitalism by the United States into the Southern hemisphere with the parallel exportation of American mass culture, mass media products, and communications technology.  In Roach’s description, the arguments

focused primarily on the following points: first, these communications/cultural enterprises supported the expansion of TNCs [transnational corporations] in general; second, these enterprises were in their own right increasingly important TNCs; and third, these enterprises were part of a military-industrial-communications complex that had expanded prodigiously since the 1960s.  It was assumed that the economic structures of capitalism were complemented by communications structures and cultural industries (ibid.:48).

Can these initial claims about communications technologies be extended to Internet penetration into underdeveloped nations?  Certainly, the expansion of the Net and the World Wide Web is generally perceived as growing in tandem with the expansion of transnational corporations-- indeed, the former is generally considered a necessary condition for the latter in an Information Age.  For this reason, nations such as China which have usually been loathe to allow uncensored contact between its citizens and the outside world now find it nearly impossible to encourage global business ties without allowing Internet access to some portion of its population (Wu, 1997:471 [I&S]).

Similarly, the Internet and the Web have become part of the multinational business establishment themselves, whether one discusses companies like Microsoft which organize data for transmission on the Web (and which is presently fighting to include its own Web Browser in its software); or companies like America On Line which sell access through the phone lines; or Web Browsers which serve as a means to access markets around the world while supporting themselves through advertising or charges for more esoteric information (Brady, 1997: 417-418 [I&S]).  While some multinational corporations are still experimenting with different means to extract value from the new cybertechnologies,  it is undeniable that theirs is an industry which promises continued, rapid growth.

The issues arise concerning the third contention, that the union between communications technologies and transnational corporations is a mere extension of the military-industrial complex in the core nations.  This claim assumes, first, that the audience for these messages accepts them passively, as if they were a tabula rasa upon which the lessons of the core nations would be written; and second, that the cultural images which are exported contain messages which are generally supportive of particular regimes or ideologies.  Many analysts take issue with both these claims, however.

Research by Fred Fejes, for instance, refutes the claim that audiences accept cultural images in a passive fashion.  He argues that other factors intervene in the interpretation of these images, including national elites (Fejes, 1981-- in Roach).  Katz and Liebes expanded on this notion in studies in the mid-1980s by demonstrating how individuals rely upon social networks to interpret imported images, often with different results depending upon their reference group: 

“The work... on Dallas, for example, challenged the notion of dominant ideology by presenting research that showed how audiences of different ethnic origins in Israel have different readings of the program, and rely upon a web of social relations to decode its meanings (Katz and Liebes, 1984: 1986)” (Roach, 1997: 49).  

Roach notes how in recent years, the notion of the “passive audience” which absorbs certain messages has been replaced by an “active audience” or “resistance” theory in which audiences consciously attach meanings to messages which the messengers did not intend.  As a result, cultural images become more difficult to deconstruct, and “there is no longer any one grand, totalizing interpretation (‘metanarrative’) of media messages” (ibid., 1997:51).

It follows, in a  somewhat complementary fashion, that there might have been little uniformity in cultural images to deconstruct in the first place.  It is debatable whether media messages from core nations ever contained a consistent ideological content.  This critique applies especially to the Internet.  As one analyst states:

I think there is an aspect of the Net that implies a clash of civilizations, but I don’t think it’s an issue of imperialism... In my view, there is no question that American dominates the meta-world of images, information, and icons.  These days, everywhere you look is a Cindy Crawford or a Pocohantas staring out at you like statues of Lenin in the old Soviet Union.  Or Madonna and Michael Jackson of the Muzak of world disorder. That’s cultural imperialism, perhaps...

But... the world will not go Anglo-Saxon... every culture will develop its own analogies in cyberspace (Gardels, 1997: 467 [I&S]).

Furthermore, it is unclear that there is sufficient market interest in core nations to sustain any messages directed towards the periphery.  According to Claude Moisy, the attention of first world nations has been refocused away from the very global audiences it can now reach: “In the United States, as in many other countries, the news horizon is tending to draw closer-- from the international to the national, and from the national to the local... There would be a certain irony in seeing our world turn local just as it was about to become global’ (Moisy, 1997:84).  It is unlikely that local messages, even if they are broadcast globally, would have a great deal of cultural impact.

There is, however, an aspect of cultural imperialism that might threaten other nations ideologically.  But this aspect has less to do with the messages relayed by the content of cultural images on the Net, and more to do with the structure and grammar of communications in these new technologies.  These inquiries take us back to Marshall McLuhan’s writings about the “grammar” inherent in different means of communication.

Revisiting McLuhan: does a grammar of cultural imperialism exist on the net?

In this interpretation, we are interested in only one aspect of McLuhan’s lengthy analysis of media forms-- the contrast between messages sent by content and those sent by the structure of the medium.  Nimmo clarifies this distinction by noting how

For McLuhan, any medium of communication possesses a grammar, i.e. a set of rules derived from the mixture of human senses associated with a person’s use of that grammar... Although people may consciously focus upon the content of messages conveyed by the medium, the medium’s grammar is the key influence shaping person’s perceptions of the meaning  of these messages... Hence, “the medium is the message.” (Nimmo, 1997: 20).

One need not accept the full breadth of McLuhan’s sensory analysis to argue that the Net, as a medium, offers opportunities for information retrieval, communication, and discourse which might prove unsettling to those in other nations.  There has been considerable debate, for instance, about whether the Net is itself a means of creating art.  In response to one analyst who argued that the Net is merely a medium in which creation takes place, Anne-Marie Slaughter replied that “the mode of technology, the decentralization, the multiple perspectives that are possible through the Internet-- changes the way we create because it changes the way we visualize things” (Slaughter, 1997:480 [I&S]; emphases mine).  She then goes on to say that this transformation actually creates culture in the process.

Here, the medium is truly the message, for the medium’s structure necessarily reinforces the values of openness, decentralization of opinion, and a plurality of views about the world.  As Slaughter notes “if the provision of information over the Internet creates a de facto norm of freedom of information that will change political systems, that’s a culture of pluralism and tolerance and of freedom of expression.  That’s one culture, the traditional Western culture.  

And it will be imposed on non-Western peoples” (ibid.:473).  One Asian leader even goes so far as to state that Internet access could be tolerated if it were limited to the “top three to five percent of society which can handle this free-for-all, this clash of ideas on the Net”; however, to expose the mass of people in China, for instance, to this interplay would result in a “mess” which would “ruin the whole community” (Gardels, 1997:474 [I&S]).

These arguments assume, of course, that openness and a clash of opposing opinions constitutes an ideology in and of itself.  The problem with this assumption is twofold.  First, it is tautological; if one assumes that a plurality of ideas or opinions is an unacceptable ideology, one must displace it with a more absolutist worldview.  However, there are also a variety of absolutist worldviews from which to choose, leading one back to the clash of a plurality of ideas which one wished to avoid in the first place.  Second, the openness to ideas and perspectives does not imply, as many have fallaciously assumed, that all ideas contain equal truth value, as descriptions of the world or as useful principles for organizing the allocation of resources.  

Indeed, a counter-argument to the cultural imperialism thesis would be that cyberspace provides decentralized opportunities for many of the less developed countries to have greater control over their images, unencumbered by the vast media apparatus usually needed to transmit messages.  As Thomas Friedman noted in an editorial entitled “Booting Up Africa”, “the great thing about the Information Age is that you can move from 0 to 60 much more quickly than in the Industrial Age... We’re just two years away from large numbers of people in Africa being able to tell their own story, and that has got to impact politics there” (Friedman, 1998:A3).  Herein lies a great potential for empowerment, when the ability to “tell one’s story” enables one to affect one’s political conditions-- and these effects occur, not from outside, but from the within the less developed nations themselves.  In this sense, the Net becomes a positive alternative to the New World Information Order (NWIO)  proposed in the mid-1980s.  Instead of attempting to control their image by controlling access by the major media outlets as the NWIO proposed, less developed nations would make use of an increasingly larger, potentially more powerful, and decentralized means to spread their own messages.

This alternative assumes, of course, that those nations which have greater access to the Net’s resources will not attempt to control its discourse, as a means of imposing their will  or ideologies upon other nations.  Indeed, Friedman notes that “Globalization... increases the gap, further and faster than ever before, between those partaking of the information revolution and the global economy and those who are not” (ibid.).  If one or more major nations attempted to use their information advantage in a conscious fashion to impose their political or economic will upon peripheral nations, the second form of cyberimperialism, hegemonic discourse imperialism, might result.

Hegemonic discourse imperialism on the net
Before discussing the possibilities for hegemonic discourse imperialism, one must first distinguish it from the cultural imperialism which it so closely resembles.  Rothkopf, in his article “In Praise of Cultural Imperialism”, blurs the differences between the two forms, or at least implies that one inevitably leads to the other.  However, this need not be the case, for several reasons.  First, cultural imperialism is an unplanned byproduct of the market; if the United States, for instance, dominates the world markets in movies, music, and computer software, it is not due to a desire to export American culture, but rather to the search for new markets.  If the culture is exported as a byproduct, so be it; if the culture interferes with exportation, American companies are more than willing to make allowances for local variations.  This is not to say that exported culture is immaterial; the global marketplace is a forum where global consumer tastes are promoted and disseminated, and these tastes are an important aspect of general world opinion (see Rusciano and Hernandez, forthcoming).  

However, the dominance of one nation or group of nations in this area is due more to an international imbalance in the means to create and spread culture-bearing products.  By contrast, hegemonic discourse imperialism self-consciously seeks to use the information advantage to promulgate a message-- the epigram at the head of this paper clearly portrays control of the airwaves as a means of controlling the international environment.

Second, there is no consistent message in the export of cultural images, despite what some authors claim.  One recalls here the statement of the movie mogul who condemned using films to make a political point, stating that if one wanted to send a message, they should call Western Union.  The only determinant of the products, and hence the culture, exported by nations like the United States is what the market will bear, not whether the messages successfully transmit American values.  If one examines the films exported to foreign countries, from Rocky IV which portrayed a tired retread of Cold War conflict, to Titanic, which portrays a love affair crossing class lines, one is hard pressed to find a consistent or coherent message in these products.  Indeed, one observer seeing the American films which are exported to Brazil commented that these films present an image of America as a crime-ridden, xenophobic society in which females depend upon males for safety and security (Rusciano, 1997).

Rothkopf attempts to avoid these pitfalls by advocating a form of imperialism which is directed at “quasi-cultural conflict”:

This conflict is primarily ideological and is not deeply rooted enough in tradition to fit within standard definitions of culture, yet it still exhibits most if not all of the characteristics of other cultural clashes.  The best example here is the Cold War itself, a conflict between political cultures that was portrayed by its combatants in broader cultural terms: “godless communists” versus “corrupt capitalists.”  During this conflict, differences regarding the role of the individual within the state and the distribution of income produced a “clash of civilizations’ that had a relatively recent origin (Rothkopf, 1997: 41).

But if we are to include ideological constructs within the paradigm of cultural imperialism, we are working on a different level entirely from the market-based messages.  For ideologies attempt to control the world by describing it, and by gaining sufficient support to affect the allocation of  enough of the world’s resources to make that construct a reality (or at least, a realistic approximation of the world as it is to be understood).  Promoting ideologies thus clearly falls under the broader rubric of hegemonic discourse imperialism; it suggests that one use an advantage in communications technologies and access to dominate descriptions of the world, and thereby to construct and control it to one’s advantage.  Rothkopf describes this goal as a specific strategy for American foreign policy:

it is in the economic and political interests of the United States to ensure that if the world is moving toward a common language, it be English; that if the world is moving toward common telecommunications, safety, and quality standards, they be American; that if the world is linked by television, radio, and music, the programming be American; and that if common values are being developed, they be values with which Americans are comfortable (ibid.:45; emphases added).

The question which remains is whether these aspirations can truly be described as “imperialistic.”  Here, two caveats-- one theoretical and one empirical-- are in order.  First, Rothkopf would no doubt object to the characterization of these intentions as imperialistic, due to qualitative differences he cites between these goals and the goals of past imperialist powers.  

Unlike the exclusive ideologies which promote their own cultures at the expense of others, American values represent a different agenda for the author:

Many observers contend that it is distasteful to use the opportunities created by the global information revolution to promote American culture over others [after all, no one, least of all Americans, wishes to think of themselves as imperialists], but that kind of relativism is as dangerous as it is wrong.  American culture is fundamentally different from indigenous cultures in so many locales.  American culture is an amalgam of influences and approaches from around the world.  It is melded-- consciously in many cases-- into a social medium that allows individual freedoms and cultures to thrive... Americans should not deny the fact that of all the nations in the history of the world, theirs is the most just, the most tolerant, the most willing to constantly reassess and improve itself, and the best model for the future (ibid.:48-49).

We return, then, to the question regarding pluralism in the previous section: if openness to other cultures is one’s primary value, can promoting openness be interpreted as imperialism?  Many would argue that proclaiming an ideology to be non-ideological does not necessarily remove its sting.  Also, just because Americans embrace pluralistic values for themselves does not necessarily mean that they will extend these values equally to other nations; as Brian Barry once noted in reference to the British, when they spoke of “justice”, they spoke of it for their own citizens, and not for those of another country like  India (Barry, 1965: 6).  The final judgment on whether Rothkopf’s disclaimers allow him to avoid the accusation of hegemonic discourse imperialism will more likely rest upon with the citizens around the world whose lives would be affected by it.  It is as likely that the Web could be a means by which individuals mobilize “world opinion” to support their causes, as such organizations as Greenpeace and Amnesty International have done.  The result would not be an imperialism of American opinion, but rather an international consensus formed from input of various nations, and perhaps even counter to the interests of major nations like the United States (see Rusciano, et. al. 1998).

A second problem with this analysis is whether it adequately describes the American mission, or the mission of any of the advanced industrialized nations in the Information Age.  In an essay entitled “Myths of the Global Information Village”, Moisy claims that a lack of interest, rather than a lack of power, will prevent the major powers from exporting their vision of the world globally:

The Internet is a fantastic tool that makes life easier for a lot of professionals.  It is certainly great for global stocks and global smut.  But it represents in no way the miraculous advent of the much heralded “global village.”  For decades now, hazy-eyed apostles of the communications revolution have prophesized about the coming of a world without boundaries where everyone will know everything about everyone else.  Since knowing is understanding, we were all going to share out worries and unite in alleviating them....

     A careful analysis of the current exchange of foreign news around the world reveals an inescapable paradox.  The amazing increase in the capacity to produce and distribute news from distant lands has been met by an obvious decrease in its consumption.  This is certainly true for the United States, but it appears the same phenomenon exists, to some degree, in most developed societies (Moisy, 1997:78-79).

If citizens are directing their attention away from global issues, it is likely that their governments will do likewise, at least in the democratic countries which define the core nations of the world.  

One recalls from above that Moisy argues how Americans’ focus has been becoming more localized, even in an era of media globalization.  It is practically a truism in American politics that citizens have a greater distrust of the national government than in the past half century or so.  These considerations beg the question of how our nation’s efforts and ideology may be directed to the purposes described by Rothkopf when our citizens’ attentions are directed elsewhere.  One answer, of course, would be that the promotion of a particular ideology or construction of the world would become the province of national elites.  The public at large would then only intervene when prompted by the media on some emotional issue:

the day-to-day conduct of a country’s international relations will remain the province of a small, informed establishment with the tacit consent of a relatively indifferent public.  On the other hand, circumstances may arise in which the public stirs and makes itself heard on foreign policy matters out of a perception, right or wrong, that the very raison d’ etre of the nation is at stake.  In these cases, the public will not necessarily react on the basis of knowledge and pertinent information, but more likely on the basis of collective emotions aroused by the mass media (ibid.).

It is of course possible for a small elite to lead the domination of other nations in an imperialist fashion.  But the project Rothkopf describes involves a greater level of citizen involvement beyond “tacit consent” and a more sophisticated response than “collective emotion.”  Further, the public must support the allocation of resources necessary to fulfill the grand purposes Rothkopf  advocates.  Unless Moisy’s analyses and predictions are false, the publics in core nations are unlikely to be engaged in a regular fashion in global affairs.  Hegemonic discourse imperialism could remain an unfulfilled threat, leveled by an elite incapable of rallying a public to support it.

The same critique does not necessarily apply to economic elites, however.  Because individuals are by necessity involved in the economic system, citizens at all levels do not have the option of withdrawing from the process and undermining economic imperialism.  The question remains whether such a form of imperialism could indeed exist through the media of the Net and the World Wide Web.

Economic imperialism and the net
Most classical theories of imperialism were, at base, economic theories.  When Lenin first analyzed imperialism as a system, he envisioned it as a short-term solution to the falling rate of profit within capitalist nations.  Simply stated, capitalist nations could maintain a somewhat reasonable level of prosperity for their workers (or at least a high enough level to prevent them from revolting) by exploiting the labor and raw materials of other, less developed nations.  

According to this theory, nations are divided into the “core” and “peripheral” nations described above.  The core nations dominate the manufacturing industries, and therefore have a need for raw materials and expanding markets for their goods.  The peripheral nations are generally kept at a low level of development, in which their main products are raw materials.  Core nations come to dominate the periphery by buying their raw materials (often at prices cheaper than they would bring in the core nation), and selling these materials back to the peripheral nations as processed, manufactured goods in a more expensive form.  The peripheral nations thereby not only remain in an underdeveloped state; they are constantly losing ground, as they buy more expensive forms of the raw materials they originally exported.

This theory has not been abandoned in the wake of the Soviet collapse; instead, certain analysts argue that the instruments by which peripheral nations are exploited have merely changed:

The IMF and the World Bank continue to function as protectors of the imperialist system, acting as the enforcers for core capitalisms: to make the periphery behave as suppliers of raw materials, provide opportunities for investments and trade, and last, but not least, to make sure the debts to the bankers in the money centers are properly serviced (Magdoff, 1993:4; emphases added).

Here one observes the same processes occurring which were described in classical definitions of imperialism.  The peripheral nations supply raw materials to the core nations, give them ample markets for the manufactured goods traded in return, and accumulate debts in the process which are serviced by international institutions to keep the periphery in a constant state of underdevelopment and virtual servitude.

It is beyond our purposes here to evaluate the usefulness of Magdoff’s thesis for the whole of the international system.  However, the question arises whether a form of economic cyberimperialism is possible in the Information Age.  One might argue that the trend in recent years has been away from economic imperialism, as nations which were formerly on the periphery provide goods which had previously been manufactured in the core nations.  The battle over the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), for instance, centered around the accusation that it encouraged companies to move their factories south to Mexico, where labor was cheaper and costs were therefore lower.  A similar argument was raised against the Global Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT).  It would seem that these agreements actually reverse the traditional direction of economic imperialism, opening markets in the core nations for goods manufactured in the (now rapidly growing) peripheral nations.

However, this argument neglects the point that one of the main products of a post-industrial society is information (see Bell, 1973).  Consider that the classic theories of imperialism depended upon the peripheral nations remaining in a state of underdevelopment relative to the core nations.  In Lenin’s time, this meant that the periphery would remain mainly agricultural, and the core would be in an advanced industrial state.  The core nations have since moved into a post-industrial society, where the basis of wealth is no longer land (as in agricultural societies) or capital and control over the means of production (as in industrial societies), but knowledge and expertise.  Under these circumstances, it may be possible for core nations to still retain an imperialistic relationship with the periphery, keeping the latter in an underdeveloped industrial state while the core countries move into the post-industrial, Information Age.

What might imperialism in this age look like, though?  If one considers information processed in a form useful to the customer as the “product” in a cybersociety, then there are several options which corporations (or nations) could take for creating value and profit on the Net.  The first option would be to control the “means of production” through licensing the software used to translate raw data into usable form; as Branscomb notes, controlling these programs would be equivalent to controlling the Internet: “Now the most obvious candidates for ownership [of the Net] in the future are some of the major software companies, led by the most obvious and most pervasive, Microsoft (Branscomb, 1997: 451 [I&S]).  If one company or nation could “own the Net” in this manner, it would be the virtual equivalent of Britain ruling the seas for their own profit in an earlier era of imperialism.

Another means of creating value on the Net would be to control access to cyberspace, without necessarily “owning” it.  As one analyst notes:

I think it’s more like asking who owns the earth’s navigable waters.  Because in a way, I think the Internet and cyberspace is a lot like what our seafaring ancestors faced when they went out sailing-- they saw water as a means to get places, to conduct commerce, to discover far-off lands, to bring back spices and slaves.  And in the process they created maritime and admiralty laws, rules of the sea, and regularly battled pirates.  It sounds like what a lot of people on the Internet, and certainly those in government and industry, are trying to do today, which is create the rules of the highway or the rules of the Internet and cyberspace (Fowler, 1997: 453; emphases added [I&S]).

It would be naive, however, to assume that if governments and industries were making the rules of access for the Net, that they would create conventions which did not preserve some advantage for their respective nations or corporations.  The efforts of such groups as the World Intellectual Property Organization, for instance, are directed towards making sure that copyrighted material which is available on the Net does not get distributed without the requisite charges.  While such protections are no doubt necessary to guarantee that commerce can occur on the Net, it clearly serves the interests of those who have a monopoly on the information or images which are so protected.

A response to these criticisms might be that access to the Net and the World Wide Web, once established, tends to be free for most of the services provided.  Although the on-line services do charge for access, one could argue that this is no more imperialistic than charging for phone calls or other forms of communication.  In fact, most companies  provide their search services “free of charge”, and support their efforts through advertising placed upon the headings of the various search engines.  

However, there are indications that this situation may be changing, particularly regarding the specialized information needed by consultants and experts in various fields.  First, while the Net and the World Wide Web provide a huge quantity of information, the quality of that information, especially when it must be used in making authoritative decisions about resource allocations, is questionable.  As a result, “users looking for extremely specialized information will have to pay for it” (Brady, 1997:418 [I&S]).  Second, there is more of a demand for the corporations who provide access to the information themselves to exercise some degree of quality control over the contents.  As one analyst stated about the Magellan service on the Net:

The art of looking for and finding information is truly an art and not a science.  At Magellan, our focus is on adding value to content, not just by going into Internet resources, but by actually evaluating them, rating them, and helping people to decide which resource would be most helpful to them... we have a unique ability to recognize very strong intellectual capital, to bring it onto the Net, and to publish that content in a new way... we do believe that people will be prepared to pay for value-added information as it becomes more accessible on the Net (Maxwell, 1997: 420-421 [I&S]).

How might this contribute to a form of economic cyberimperialism, though?  One answer lies in the individuals who would have access to the quality information.  If it is a truism that knowledge is power in an Information Age, it is equally certain that accurate knowledge is the only true source of such power.  This insight shifts the image of the Net from a resource all can access equally (assuming that all citizens ever would have equal access) to one which requires experts to “filter” the wheat of useful data from the chaff of misinformation.

It is in this manner that a new form of economic cyberimperialism might arise, led by a class of elites who specialize in selling access, information, and advice using the Net.  This class is described by Robert Reich in his essay  “Why the Rich are Getting Richer, and the Poor, Poorer”; here, the author describes those “symbolic analysts” whose products dominate the global economy:

symbolic analysts at the top are in such demand worldwide that they have difficulty keeping track of their earnings.  Never before in history has opulence on such a scale been gained by people who earned it, and done so legally.

Among symbolic analysts in the middle range are American scientists and researchers who are busily selling their discoveries to global enterprise webs.  They are not limited to American customers... America’s ubiquitous management consultants... are being sold for large sums to eager entrepreneurs in Europe and Latin America... American design engineers are providing insights to Olivetti, Mazda, Siemens, and other global webs; American marketers, techniques for learning what worldwide customers will buy; American advertisers, ploys for ensuring that they actually do (Reich,   263).

These “symbolic analysts”, whom Reich defines as those with the ability to “manipulate oral and visual symbols” in a manner customers desire, have the most to benefit from cyberspace.  Indeed, they constitute a class whose activities are similar to those described in classic definitions of imperialism.  By licensing the software to organize raw data into a usable form, companies like Microsoft basically “sell back” other individuals’ original information in a processed, more expensive composition.  The only difference with the original core/peripheral relationship between nations is that here the rights to the means of production are guaranteed through licensing rather than outright ownership in the producer’s own country.

Similarly, the experts who offer advice in a variety of different areas are also taking the “raw material” of data from the original customers, and selling it back as processed information at a higher cost.  Those symbolic analysts in the entertainment industry often function in the same way, using materials or locations accessible to others to produce goods they will sell at higher prices.  The reason why these individuals may be poised to practice a form of economic cyberimperialism, though, does not relate to their activities alone, but to the resources on the Web which allow them to pursue their trade on a global level.  As Reich notes, “The most important reason for this expanding world market and increasing global demand for the symbolic and analytic insights of Americans [as well as other nations’ symbolic analysts] has been the dramatic improvement in worldwide communication and transportation technologies... A new invention emanating from engineers in Battelle’s laboratory in Columbus, Ohio can be sent almost anywhere via modem, in a form that will allow others to examine it in three dimensions through enhanced computer graphics” (ibid.:265).

Still, these activities do not qualify as imperialistic unless they involve some form of political or economic domination as a result, either intended or unintended.  Here, Reich argues that the global market for symbolic analysts made possible by such instruments as the Net, has created three distinct classes within nations: the symbolic analysts, the routine producers who work in the old manufacturing industries, and the in-person servers who are service workers in businesses from banking to dry cleaning.  Of these, only the symbolic analysts are thriving; the global market for their services and products ensures that they are well compensated (ibid.:261).  

However, the other two classes are rapidly losing ground, just as the citizens in peripheral nations lost ground under other forms of imperialism.

During the industrial era, those on top of the economic ladder in a given nation could not afford to limit the compensation for workers on the lower rungs, for fear of losing their markets.  As a result, in individual nations, relationships between labor and top management tended to be somewhat equitable, and whatever exploitation did occur would follow the traditional theories of imperialism by exporting it to other countries.  With a global market for goods and services, however, those at the top of the economic ladder no longer consider their economic fate to be tied to the fate of workers in their own nations.  Under these conditions, manufacturing jobs can be exported overseas without undue harm to the symbolic analysts who sit atop the economic hierarchy (ibid.:265-266).  Such moves reduce job opportunities in core nations, while improving the living standards in peripheral nations only marginally, due to low wages.  As such, differential development once again serves the class who masters the means of production; but in this case, the product being sold in a cybersociety is information and images, flowing from a core of elites to a periphery of non-elites working in the traditional industries.

The question which remains, then, is whether this arrangement is correctly described as imperialism.  After all, the classical definition of imperialism involved the political or economic dominance of one nation over another.  Can imperialism exist when practiced by a class which knows no national boundaries in its markets or activities?

An imperialism without nations?
Imperialism is both a description of exploitative relationships between entities, and a specific paradigm for the character of associations between or among nation-states.  All of the classic definitions of imperialism described the nation-state as a primary actor in the relationship.  

However, the global reach of the Net and the World Wide Web has led some analysts to predict the appearance of an imperialist class which reaches beyond national borders:

“An elite will be needed, but this elite will be the structure of a new imperialism.  It will not be an imperialism of a nation but an imperialism of a new group would be internationally minded by structure.  And the Net will certainly be a tool.  Actually, I said they would be nomads.  They will form a virtual tribe of a new elite.” (Attali, 1997:475 [I&S]).

There are problems with predicting the rise of this new form of imperialism, however.  First, the class divisions Reich describes may not be inevitable.  If the Net is an instrument which can release creativity in new forms, those who profit from it might turn their attention to relieving the fate of displaced industrial and service workers.  This suggestion is not entirely idealistic, when one considers that the alternative would be for those on the top of the economic hierarchy to exist in relative isolation from the vast sectors of society they have abandoned.  Second, the decentralized nature of the Net does allow for access by those who in the past might have been disenfranchised from other means of economic advancement.  While market solutions have generally not proven useful for redistributing economic rewards in the past, the Net’s unique nature in this regard might reverse this trend, assuming most citizens could access its resources.

Even if Reich’s direst scenarios were realized, however, it would seem that “imperialism” is best left as a term to describe the relations between states.  Recall that Lenin and other theorists who originally advanced this theory did so in order to explain how capitalist nations could avoid the upheavals associated with the falling rate of profit by exploiting the resources of other countries.  

Once this paradigm moves beyond the nation-state, then, it loses most of the reasoning behind the original theory.

Such a shift might indicate more about the condition of the nation-state in the Information Age than about imperialism, however.  One reason why imperialism is perhaps an inappropriate term to describe the relationships between the new elites and non-elites relates to the inability of  national governments to control the global markets and global forces unleashed, in part, by the Net and the World Wide Web.  As such, we may be witnessing the end of the age of  “imperialisms.”  But replacing these with other forms of cyber-based exploitation which operate without regard for national borders would  hardly mark an improvement in the human condition.
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Abstract

This paper analyzes three possible versions of imperialism which may arise in an Information Society: cultural imperialism, hegemonic discourse imperialism, and economic imperialism.  Its analysis advances four theses.  First, it is unlikely that the Net and the World Wide Web will become a medium for cultural imperialism since the messages sent by core nations tend to be market driven, and inconsistent in theme.  While the medium may communicate a McLuhanesque "grammar" of cultural pluralism, it is questionable whether this can be called imperialistic.  Second, hegemonic discourse imperialism, which depends upon core nations attempting to use the Net to spread their values, also seems unlikely.  There is little evidence that the citizens of core nations are supportive enough of these efforts, even in an era of globalization.  Third, an economic imperialism, whereby core nations take raw data and sell it back in a more expensive, processed form to peripheral nations, could be a genuine danger in a cybersociety.  It is questionable, however, whether this relationship is correctly called imperialistic, since its primary actors appear to be corporations and not nation-states.  The paper concludes by arguing that "cyberimperialism" may exist, but that it will be different from the imperialisms of the past, in that its effects cross national borders, and its benefits and costs appear to accrue to classes rather than nations. 
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