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Abstract

“The Globe is Now Officially Open for Business!”
The Advertising of Cyberspace: Globalization and the Politics of Cyberculture

Vinu Govind Warrier

This project is concerned with comprehending the effect of the Internet—a
cosmopolitan technology—on marginalized and ‘Third World’ groups, in light of both
the cultural politics it sets in motion such as those of cultural destruction, hybridization
and homogenization, political economy and resistance, as well as in the ways it bears
upon discourses, and models, of development. Arguing that critical theorizing around the
Internet must move beyond the Utopian versus Dystopian debates that largely prevail, I
propose it be viewed as technology evolving as a mutation of a certain globally inflected
logic that is equally, and simultaneously, economic and cultural. It is economic for it
establishes a new global economy impacting every individual, everywhere, irrespective
of the degree of access she/he has to it. It is cultural for it evolves from, and transmits, a
‘future —envisioning’ cocktail of discourses of democracy, freedom, modemity, and of
material human progress, among others. The processes/institutions of modern advertising,
[ further argue, are crucial to both of these formations.

[ begin by establishing that the commercial Internet of today is a historical
product of deeply interwoven ideological strands, which continue to shape its ongoing
evolution—its global architecture, economics, and structures of governance.
Subsequently, [ examine how advertising bears upon all points of the commercial

[nternet. Finaily, I argue that the inequities characterizing the [ntemnet, whether of access,
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content, its socio-cultural impact, or within the global economy it enables, necessitate a

reformulation of the ways in which its imperializing influence may be resisted.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This project took so much longer than I expected it to, and this has meant that [ owe a debt
of gratitude to many people, all of who have helped me complete it. The first person that comes to
mind is my supervisor, Martin Allor, for setting me on this path, for his enduring patience, and
constant encouragement. Thank you, Marty, for showing me how the best teachers work.

Among my other professors at Concordia University, Montreal, Loma Roth, lain Cook,
Reeta Tremblay, Chantal Nadeau and Kim Sawchuk, have been fundamental to this thesis in ways
that they may not even know. Lorna introduced me to the complexities of debates around
development, cultural imperialism, and media, with texts that have literally changed my life. fain
accompanied me those crucial first few times as [ disembodied into the technological world of the
[nternet to explore these issues, and made sure [ didn't lose my way. [ will never forget our
discussions at his home, and outside, about advertising, the Internet, and technology in general.
Chantal, Kim and Marty, through their courses, both taught me the breadth, scope, and immense
value of critical thinking, as well as helped me develop the vocabulary and the skills to be able to do
so. Reeta not only helped me publish the paper wherein the seeds of this project was born, but also
funded me with assistantships that allowed me to survive, summer after summer. Thank you all for
the generosity with which you share of yourselves and your work.

Sheelah O'Neill has been a friend, philosopher and guide from the moment [ nervously
entered her room my first day in Montreal, pleading for a teaching assistantship. A great share of any
credit for this project is undeniably hers.

[ would like to acknowledge the incredible encouragement I have received from my friend
and teacher at Hyderabad Central University in India, Probal Dasgupta. His inputs over endless cups
of tea at the HCU canteen, as well as during the six months he spent in Montreal, gave me the
courage to keep pursuing my academic interests. In lowa City, [ am especially grateful to Tom Swiss
and Murli Natrajan who have been so generous with their work, as well as to the little "club’ of
international students and the management, at lowa City’s only twenty-four hour coffee shop—
Donutland, for keeping my spirits up through those long nights spent writing this thesis. [ am also
deeply indebted to Stephan Beckert of TeleGeography Inc. in Washington D.C,, for so readily
providing me free access to all the dara [ required, particularly in writing the second chapter of this
thesis.

Kochaman, Nirmala Ammayi, Hari and Devi, made this project possible in very embryonic
ways and I owe them a debt of gratitude that [ know [ can never repay. Papa, and Rajesh, kept me on
track with their silent, yet strong and continued support, through the writing of this thesis. Thank
you all for being there for me.



VI

To my "harshest critic and fiercest supporter,” my wife, best friend, and the tireless editor of
this thesis, Priya Kumar, thank you for your faith in me even through tmes when I had none. As
with everything else, this project is born of your wonderful web of love, laughter, and support.

Finally, to the three precious, earliest, nodes of my network, Achan, Amma and Malu, you've
spent a lifetime teaching me to be me —this thesis is therefore dedicated to you.

EEEETRE



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INtrOdUCHION ... c.e cee e e ee coe e e et e eee cee e oee e e SRR |
Chapter 1

NEtWOTKed HISIOTIES .. c.. coe cee cen cev en cee see con ane com sae ece see soe cse sne sen sen sen sen sen weeses 1O
Chapter 2

Evolving Geographi€s... ... e ceo e cev cee cen cee e e e e e e e . .55
Chapter 3

The Medium is the MArket ... ... cc. cev cee cev cee cee vee cee ce son sae sen cen ere en sue 2en v sen 200 2 F0)
Conclusion

Networking RESIStANCE ... .. cex cen cee e cce cee ee cae een en ee s2e 2o see em coe one en oen con e 140
WOIKS CItEd ... cee coe v cne cee en ee eee oes eae ee eee ne see sae oe sus sou sue sue sn see wen see sen sne sl TO)

Appendix 1
(a) Worldwide summary of ISP market share
(b) List of international ISPs by country

Appendix 2

(a) A historical survey of advertising revenues for traditional media

(b) Selected advertiser pros and cons for major media versus the [nternet

(c) Chart comparing estimated web users to advertising revenues 1995-2000

(d) Forrester’s view of percentage of traditional advertising revenue to be lost to Internet
advertising

(e) A timeline of Internet advertising 1993-96

(f) A table of the 20 largest advertising organizations in the world

(2) Top 50 megabrands in the US by 1995 advertising spending

(h) Advertising rate card data from some popular [nternet sites



Introduction

The notion of a new globally networked world has come to have more resonance
today, at the turn of the century, than ever before. Theorists writing in a wide variety of
contexts including John Tomlinson, Arjun Appadurai and Manuel Castells, among others,
have all been concerned with the emergence of a global economy enabled in great part
through technological breakthroughs in the areas of human communications and the
transportation of peoples and commodities, and in the consequences of the spatial
proximity of heterogeneous cultures achieved in such an economy.' A primary site of
such analyses is the newly globalized media, largely regulated by the global processes of
advertising, which has increasingly become among the most valuable currencies in global
transactions of capital, peoples, and cultures, between nation-states. The most visible
marker of this new globalizing impulse is the convergence of various audio-visual
technologies into the newest mass medium of communication: the [nternet.

In its study of this new medium of mass communication, the [nternet, my thesis
situates itself in what [ view as a disjuncture between the Internet’s self-proclaimed
privileging of the notions of access to information, freedom of expression,
decentralization (its much vaunted potential as a democratizing force that cuts across all
communal boundaries), and its contemporary advertising-supported evolution into a

vehicle for consumerism—in effect its evolution into a new dynamic, alternate, albeit

! See John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1991), 60-62: len Ang,
Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination (London: Methuen, 1985);

Arjun Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,” Global Culture:
Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity, ed. Mike Featherstone (London: Sage Publications) 295-310;
Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).



virtual, global marketplace. Within the discursive space provided by such a fundamental
paradox, [ seek to examine the cultural and socio-economic consequences of such an
evolutionary, constitutional shift in the new, and first truly interactive, mass medium. In
other words, my thesis concerns itself with why and how advertising works in the context
of the Internet, how audiences constructed by this new medium differ qualitatively from
those constructed by older, traditional media, and how the medium facilitates a new order
of cultural imperialism. Such an effort is imperative in the larger context of
comprehending the effect of cosmopolitan technologies such as the Internet on
marginalized and “Third World’ groups, specifically in light of the cultural politics they
set in motion such as those of cultural destruction, hybridization and homogenization,
political economy and resistance.

Among the most striking characteristics of the Intemet is its mind boggling,
exponential rate of growth. A conservative estimate has the number of users of the
Internet doubling annually, or at a rate of about 0.19% per day. Similar estimates have
46% of the American and at least 29% of the Canadian populations on-line. While the
radio took 28 years and the television, 13, to achieve an audience of 50 million people, it
has only taken the Internet five years to become a mass medium with about 50 million
interactive users.” While the world took 15 years to move from less than one million

users of PCs to 150 million of them (1980-95), it is estimated that in no more than five

? These and most other statistics that [ use have been garmered from a variety of sources. See Mary Meeker
and Chris DePuy, The Internet Report (New York: Harper Collins, 1996); Mary Meeker, The [nternet
Advertising Report (New York: Harper Collins, 1997); Jim Sterne, What Makes People Click: Advertising
on the Web (Indianapolis: Que Corporation, 1997); Evan L. Schwartz, Webonomics: Nine Essential
Principles for Growing Your Business On the World Wide Web (New York: Broadway Books, 1997); Paul
Levinson, The Soft Edge: A Natural History and Future of the Information Revolution (London & New
York: Routledge. 1997); Katie Heffner and Matthew Lyon, Where Wizards Stay Up Late (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1996); Eugene Marlow, Web Visions: An Inside Look at Successful Business
Strategies On the Net (New York: Media Enterprises, 1997).



years, the number of Internet users rose from less than one million to 150 million.
Similarly, in the space of one year in 1997, 50 million additional people were using
Netscape’s browsers. What these figures suggest is that the transformation of this new
medium/technologies of communication, from great unknowns to its mass consumption,
has been incredibly swift, which makes it imperative that we examine its impact on the
institutions of human society and in the formation of new cuitural equations. As Marshall
McLuhan once observed: “once a new technology has come into a social milieu, it cannot
cease to permeate that milieu until every institution is saturated.™

The technologies that led to the birth of the [nternet have been traced back to the
promotion of powerful calculators by the U.S government during the Second World War.
These efforts evolved, after the war, into gigantic “mainframe” computing machines, a
handful of which was assumed to be sufficient for all industrial and scientific-military
needs. Gradually, as the potential applicability of these machines expanded, “personal
computers’ (PCs) emerging from corporate development laboratories began their
incredibly rapid ascent to dominance. However, while the hardware infrastructure for the
beginnings of the Net continued to evolve, unknowingly, in the corporate world, the shift
from isolated calculating machines to a communicating network was not a concept born
spontaneously of the interaction of free market forces, but, significantly, one that was
advanced and fostered by the convergence of an assortment of material and ideological
circumstances.

Locating the origins of the Internet and the accompanying perpetuation of a

‘cyberculture’ within the socio-cultural matrix of deeply entangled, intersecting




discourses of capitalism, democracy, the increasingly popular notion of ‘free flow of
information’, development and modermnity, I argue that the construction of such a matrix
must be seen as being fundamentally inflected upon by the concurrent globalization of
the processes of advertising that continue to mediate the ongoing commercialization of
the Internet. Given this context, my project attempts to explore a series of urgent and
important questions such as: what new narratives of social constructions of reality and of
negotiation with such constructions are being generated or revised within/through the
Internet and the Information Age it heralds? How are various constituencies of people
negotiating specific forms of power, authority, representation and knowledge within
cyberspace? How do experiences within this space created by emergent technology differ
for people in differing social, spatial and temporal locations? And most importantly, how
do practices within, in, around and informed by such technologies relate to the
globalization of the processes of economic, political, and cultural production and
dissemination?

Centrally, my thesis argues that the [nternet, and the information-based cyber-age
it is widely perceived as enabling need to be rearticulated as the expression of newly
evolving mutations of global capitalism. These mutants, while working through masking
myths that establish specific formulations of notions such as the democracy of cyberspace
and the rights of the free consumer/citizen, only succeed in consolidating power and the
social structures of control within the new age, to a central network of global and local
elites. While new emergent technologies such as the Internet do not determine social

organization or cause the rise of global capitalism, and while they do admittedly offer

3 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: Signet, 1964) 177.



subversive and anti-hegemonic possibilities to their users, they are certainly
simultaneously deployed toward consolidating/perpetuating existing hegemonic social
and political structures by the ways in which they are able to permeate regions, practices
and ideologies. Consequently they also necessitate a reformulation in the ways through
which such imperial tendencies may be resisted.

Observable, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries’ obsession with
emergent technologies and in its eagemness to foster an almost militant pro-technology
movement, is a tendency to conflate discourses of science and technology with that of a
unilateral, post-Enlightenment vision of modernity. I argue that this may be read as a
potent new mutation of capitalism in a postmodern world that establishes an overarching
framework within which are collapsed, not only notions of democracy, freedom and
thereby narratives of progress and modernity, but also issues related to political, social
and cultural struggles for autonomy. By effecting, in essence, a complete privatization of
the global public sphere, the socio-cultural world the Internet creates allows for a
multiplicity of local-global articulations to be contained within the free market
economy/consumer democracy framework; for this world is not just a virtual space where
information flows at blinding speeds, it is also a global marketplace in itself. This affects,
for example, the very relationship between popular envisionings of democracy and
capitalism. The ‘free world’ from being comprised of a network of ‘democratic capitalist
societies” now becomes a system of ‘capitalist democracies/alternatively constituted
societies.” [t is my argument that this new world order is leading to the growth of a global
system of nationalistic elites creating a newly marginalized population who become the

citizens of a new digital “Third World’; this world while still being marked by



localized/domestic exploitation and struggle, is simultaneously part of a new network of
global marginalization that cuts through traditional geophysical, socio-cultural
boundaries of nation states. Envisioning resistance to these new forces of marginalization
thus requires a new global mobilization of will, people, and resources. For me, what
emerges as especially ominous in the formulations of the new society that the [nternet
represents is the insidious conflation of a multitude of complex notions that have been
traditionally recognized as emancipatory, including the discourse of democracy.

My first chapter, "Networked Histories," attempts to trace the evolution of the
Internet from its military origins to its contemporary popular form. Here, [ seek not only
to qualify it as an emergent mass medium of extraordinary significance, but also to
explore its apparently paradoxical evolution from a project born of military research to an
increasingly popular medium of mass interaction, which is commonly eulogized as
facilitating egalitarianism between global political, social and communicative practices.
Drawing upon the works of a range of theorists: of net historians such as Howard
Rheingold, Paul Levinson, Bruce Sterling, Mark Geise, John Stevenson, Stephen Levy
etc.; of cyber-critics such Manuel Castells, Ziauddin Sardar, Jerome Ravetz, Vivian
Sobchack, Arturo Escobar etc.; and of cultural critics such as John Tomlinson, Armand
Matellart, Herbert Schiller, and Arjun Appadurai among others, "Networked Histories” is
essentially a historical overview of the Internet. However, my central theoretical concern
in this chapter is to examine the history of the technological emergence of this new
medium in conjunction with the deeply intertwined histories, in the last quarter of the
century, of modern advertising, transnational capitalism and the (mis)appropriation of the

concept of democracy into consumer democracy, the notion of “the free flow of



information’; and its linkages with the growth of a process of globalization of commerce
and culture as well as with the rise of US global hegemony (and decline of the Soviet
Saocialist model) and finally, with the history of the simultaneously occurring
consolidation of linear ideologies of development and modemity [ also seek to
interrogate the pivotal role of the State ( primarily effected directly or indirectly by the
state-policies of the United States), in the coming to being of the Internet, including its
recent decisions, both to transfer the Internet’s management into the private sector which
now has the power to decide how the medium will evolve, as well as to nurture its growth
as a commercial medium of interaction and a global marketplace.

By examining its history in conjunction with these various processes - the advent
of the global economy, the histories of advertising and transnational capitalism, the
discourses of development, modernity and democracy—it becomes easier to understand
why the Internet has become a much-contested site of both utopic and dystopic
representations. My first chapter also examines the significance of the repeated and
widespread use of recurring myths and metaphors in descriptions of cyberspace. [
propose that deconstructing such originary myths allows us to firmly locate the Internet’s
genesis and growth within a specific socio-cultural context. What emerges is that much of
the democratic, liberatory, emancipatory rhetoric around the Internet are as much
grounded in visions of free access to information and free interactive communication and
social participation, as in the realities of a freely interactive, commercial giobal
marketplace. [ argue that within such myths, which collate notions of progress,
development and democracy, may be observed, a process through which the profit motive

fundamental to capitalist growth enforces a continual investment in the generation of



advanced technology. This results simultaneously, in both a constant growth in such
technology, as well as in the rapid obsoletion of such manufactured products. [n short,
production thus necessitates continual consumption, which then stimulates further
production. Concurring, in part, with Marxist perspectives, I argue further, that
advertising and mass media may be regarded as working towards bringing consumption
of information technology and its derivatives in line with its frenzied production
(articulated differently, this can be referred to as the process of the ‘search for new
markets’). Since mass media (the Internet) is itself, in turn, dependant on such emergent
(electronic) technologies, technology becomes a transformational force both within the
“core” and the “superstructure.” Through these discussions, it will emerge that the growth
of the Internet was neither free or an accident, nor was it a revolutionary appropriation of
a military weapon towards the common good of humanity. Thus my effort in this chapter
will be to establish that the commercial Internet of today is a historical product of deeply
interwoven ideological strands that merit close attention.

In Chapter Two, "Evolving Geographies,” following this attempt to unravel the
various historical discursive strands that [ argue are integral to any examination of the
history of the Internet itself, [ concern myself with identifying the reconfigurations it
necessitates in global power geographies. The Internet, both in its role as a mass medium
of interactive communication and as a conduit of global commerce, must be situated
among the cultural and political machineries, which work towards discounting entire
physical territories that then become the deprived geographies of the world. My aim here
is to examine the various ways in which such territories become marginalized and

irrelevant in the physical construction of cyberspace. While, in Chapter One, I establish



how the basis for such silencing arises from within the unique evolutionary processes of
the Intemet itself, in my second chapter [ try to physically locate some of these territories
and identify some of the constituencies that are unrepresented in cyberspace. In the
process, [ also seek to deconstruct another myth constructed around the Internet and the
newly democratic society many claim it is ushering in—that it allows for free, equal
access to information about everything, to everybody, everywhere. Further, [ establish
how access to the Internet remains an expensive luxury, despite endless ‘free market’
rhetoric about becoming progressively and rapidly inexpensive, particularly for the large
section of humanity who is outside of the capitalist institutions of modemity. In this
chapter, then, [ examine the particular geography of the Internet as it has evolved and
continues to evolve. This entails an overview of its global architecture and the way it is
physically structured, a look at the economics that define this architecture, and finally, an
examination of its structures of governance, which are key to its future growth. [n this
way, my first and second chapters will set up the terms and problematics of my thesis,
showing that any study of the Internet within the context of its ongoing
commercialization cannot afford to adopt simplistic, technologically deterministic
utopian or dystopian stances. On the contrary, my project emphasizes both the urgency of
the need to unravel the complex and fundamentally interwoven ideological strands that
are woven into the very fabric of cyberspace, as well as to study the processes through
which the nature of this fabric influences the construction of the physical infrastructures
of cyberspace and impacts the very foundations of the Internet.

Arguing that the advertising-governed mass media in general, and the Internet in

particular in this context, emerges as the most crucial site wherein the social power
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structures in the societies of the new, Internet-led age are defined, [ propose, in Chapter
Three, "The Medium is the Market," to develop the insights established in the previous
chapters of my thesis, by studying some of the processes that are effecting the current
ongoing commercialization of this mass medium. Focusing not only on the kinds of
corporate and other forces responsible for such processes of change, but also on how
these forces themselves are evolving and adapting to their new environment, [ attempt
here to establish the relationships between advertising, the economic realities of the
global marketplace and the perception of the Internet as being representative of a global
shift to a new form of economy. For my analysis in this context I utilize the various
online resources that [ have availed of in the last few years, such as subscriptions to
online journals like Wired, CNet, [ndia Online, Nua Internet Survey etc., as well as the
experience of being part of such on-line communities and clubs at sites like Geocity,
Yahoo!, the Internet Advertising Discussion List, and the Internet Direct Marketing
Discussion List.

[ propose that the fact that it is now, once it has been completely thrust into the
market economy, that the Internet stands poised on the verge of its most explosive period
of growth becomes crucially significant; both the qualitative and quantitative nature of its
growth are now determined by the capitalist forces of global economy. Expressed
differently, this is basically an examination of the Internet’s fundamental claim to true
interactivity as a mass medium of communication. On the one hand, [ examine how
‘host’ corporate websites literally construct spaces of public discourse, while on the
other, [ investigate the significance/relevance of “discussions” that occur in these spaces.

Thus, in the first section of "The Medium is the Market," [ explore some of the ways in
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which the processes of advertising impose themselves on all points of the compass as far
as the commercial Internet is concerned. In the Internet economy, [ argue, the medium is
clearly the market, a view reinforced by the fact that the globalization of the advertising
industry and advertisements themselves, occurred concurrent to the development of the
Internet.

[ subsequently turn to an effort to comprehend the fundamental role of advertising
in the processes of cultural formation in such a context, which, [ argue, must by necessity
also be an attempt to understand the cultures of globalization and modemity. Having
established that there is a fundamental disjuncture between the emancipatory capabilities
attributed to it in discussions about the Internet, and the contemporary reality of its
commercialized form where it is an advertising-driven network of global consumption, [
argue that this qualitative shift in the fabric of cyberspace has important cultural and
socio-economic implications. My central argument in this chapter is the one that I refer to
earlier in this introduction, that the Internet-driven economy is a newly evolving mutation
of global capitalism. Such capitalism works either to consolidate power and control over
the social structures of this new age to a central, traditional capitalist elite, or to
redistribute it amongst a newly created capitalist techno-elite. In such an economy and
culture, a multiplicity of local-global articulations can be subsumed within the globally
networked frame of reference of free market economy/consumer democracy framework;
for the world that the Internet signifies is not merely a virtual space where information
flows at blinding speeds, it is also a global marketplace in itself. Advertising, both on and
about the Intemnet, both offline and online, performs the crucial role of establishing the

universality of the ideology of information technology, which I establish in Chapter One
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as being an integral part of any vision of development, while global economics
concurrently ensures that national economies adopt precisely such a development
paradigm. In order to make this case, it is necessary to understand the impact of
advertising on the Internet; due to a variety of reasons it emerges as one of the most
influential shapers of information/ communication at both the national and the global
level.

[ argue thus that cyberspace does not as much promise to dramaticaily transform
the public sphere or render it more equally and democratically accessible, as much as it
threatens to effect a complete privatization of the public sphere. This ensures that the
ways in which we understand, experience and engage with modemity become firmly
entrenched within the techno-capitalist framework. Through such processes, these visions
of modemity and development are universalized, becoming unquestioningly synonymous
with the processes of globalization. The debate. within global institutions of power and
influence, is thus cleverly rearticulated from a questioning of the abilities of the processes
of globalization to effect real development, to one which questions the conditions that
need to be achieved in order to secure the success of globalization as a doctrine.

"Conclusion: Networking Resistance,” my fourth and concluding chapter, brings
together the various arguments made in the previous sections as well as draws on a few
illustrative examples where the Internet is being/has been used as a technology towards
networking resistance. Given the backdrop of the changes discussed in the earlier
chapters, I conclude that critical theorizing around the Internet and the processes of
commercialization that inflect its growth, must move beyond the easy utopian versus

dystopian, techno-celebratory versus techno-phobic, debates that have largely prevailed. I
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argue that the Internet needs to be viewed as a technology that has evolved as a mutation
of a certain globally inflected logic that is equally and simultaneously economic and
cultural. It is economic in that it has allowed the establishment of a new global economy
that affects, advantageously or otherwise, the material conditions of existence of every
individual of every nation irrespective of the degree of access (or non-access) they
possess to such an economy. It is cultural in that it is also technology that evolves from,
and transmits, a ‘future-envisioning’ cocktail of discourses of democracy, freedom,
modernity, material, social and cultural development, and of human progress, among
others. The processes and institutions of modern advertising, as we have discussed
earlier, are crucial to both of these formations, which themselves grow in strength by
virtue of the fact that each continually nourishes the other. The Internet therefore, I argue
further, is 2 medium that functions in excess of the sum of its abilities to remarkably
transform human communications.

In the concluding section of my project, I also suggest that the emancipatory
potential of the Internet undeniably derives precisely from its interactive nature as a
medium of communications. [ argue that the sites of such resistance lie as much within
the logic of the commercial globalization of the Internet, as much as outside of it. My
examination is not intended to be, by any means, comprehensive. All [ aim to do is study
a few exemplary sites where various constituencies—both formerly and newly
marginalized—are resisting becoming the casualties of the ongoing processes of
globalization, and using precisely the Internet to fashion such resistance. It becomes clear
that the new global mobilization of will, people, and resources, required to struggle

against marginalization in the newly networked age, may only be achieved by re-
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appropriating such technologies like the Internet towards such an agenda; in effect,
explicitly ensuring that the emancipatory and utopian possibilities of these technologies
are not allowed to vanish in the ways that they are being used by the new global
economic system.

My thesis proposes that contemporary cyberspace may be more accurately viewed
as being woven by an imperial, colonizing Web, whose key networked nodes—
economically, socially, and cuiturally—dominate the marginal nodes, while still
requiring that these peripheral nodes—equally integral to the construction and
architectural construction of such a Web—be connected. These marginal nodes: local
economies, cultures, and populations, are becoming increasingly dependant, both for
survival and for global relevancy, to the dominant modes. In this sense my argument may
be regarded, in parts, as both a “dependency’ and an “imperial’ one, when seen in the
light of theoretical models that have been used to study communications media in the
context of the “Third World’. At the same time it also differs from both models, since I
also argue that it is precisely the Web’s very architecture—that of a global network of
‘locals’—that offers the potential that can be harnessed toward forging global resistance
to existing inequities. For the [nternet’s unique interactivity as a medium also opens up
real possibilities for the global networking of local resistance(s). This completes my
examination of the [nternet—the history of its evolution and the ongoing processes of its
commercialization, specifically via advertising—where the overall objective is to
examine some of the ways in which different societies are adapting to this uniquely

transforming mediascape.
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Above all, my effort in this thesis, is oriented towards comprehending how
discourses of development and the development models they create, are themselves
fundamentally impacted by social and cultural envisionings occurring in the context of
the Internet and other emergent inter-nationally networking technologies. [ contend that
such efforts may allow us to understand, and therefore perhaps collectively influence to
some greater degree, the processes that shape the flows of global capital (in the form of
loans and aid from global financial organizations such as the World Bank, IMF etc.)
within the new giobal economy; for such processes—justified, legitimized, universalized,
and firmly anchored within the logic of such socio-cultural discourses as those mentioned
above—foundationally impact the material conditions of existence, and futures, of the

human beings who live in this newly interconnected world.
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1. Networked Histories

..in a sense there is no Internet, only two networking standards—TCP/IP
(Transmission Control Protocol and Intemet Protocol)—which allow an ever-
increasing number of private data networks across the world to exchange digital
information. These networks and the traffic they carry give the Internet its form;
that they interconnect give the Internet its substance.

TeleGeography, Hubs and Spokes'

The formative history of the international advertising networks is that of the first
steps towards the media in all their modemity. In effect, it is by means of these
networks, through a flow of messages of transnational dimensions, that a
permanent, daily and generalized connection is developed between particular
societies and cultures, local, regional and national. Hence the primary
confrontations between the public cultures belonging to the particular territories
of the nation-state, and the cultures of the private sector and the market, with their
universalizing tendencies and ambitions. Also, the prime tensions between
scattered popular cultures and the centralized mass culture, which is produced
industrially. If this is so, it is because behind the concept of advertising in its
instrumental sense- namely, ‘the multiple and impersonal announcement of
goods, services or commercial ideas by a named advertiser, who pays an agency
and a transmitter (the medium, or advertising support) to deliver his message to
the market’- behind this concept is hidden another, an idea deeply rooted in the
history of the mode of communications: that of a new model of social
organization, a new means of creating consensus, of forging the general will. This
is advertising as the fundamental apparatus of the democratic marketplace,
democracy of and for the market - for this is effectively the substance of the
message. The fatherland of aggressive advertising - the place where it was
inscribed directly into the logic of the marketplace- the country which first
assumes this new vision of the world is the United States.

Armand Mattefart.?

As we enter the new millennium, we find ourselves confronted with a

proliferation of theoretical and popular discourses on globalism and globalization.

! TeleGeography Inc., Hubs and Spokes: A TeleGeography Internet Reader (Washingtoa: TeleGeography
Inc., 2000) 9.

2 Armand Matellart, Advertising International: The Privatisation of Public Space, trans. Michael Chanan
(Loadon: Routledge, 1991) 31.
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Contemporary narratives of globalism find their geo-political moorings in the awareness
of an increasingly inter-connected world, whose definitive quality is a hitherto
unprecedented flow of money, commodities, peoples, information and knowledge. The
most visible manifestation of this change — which in turn now serves as its most potent
fuel — is the convergence of various audio-visual computing technologies into the newest,
and in historical terms of growth, the most rapidly proliferating mass medium of
technology — the Internet.

While the dazzling and dizzy pace of the ‘coming of age’ of the Internet, and of
its most popular component, the World Wide Web (WWW), allows “little time for
reflection, viable dissent, or a change of direction,” even the most cursory critical giance
at this new technology reveals that the dominant metaphor permeating its very existence
is that of global networks.” Thus the Internet has been defined variously as “the network
of all the computer networks of the whole world; a global, horizontal communication
network of thousands of computer networks (comprising over 300 million users in 2000,
up from less than 20 million in 1996, and growing fast) that has been appropriated for all
kinds of purposes, ...by individuals and groups around the world”; or as “no more than
the sum of the computers that can communicate using its language, the protocol
TCP/IP.”"* Understood, in general, as referring to a collection of computer
software/hardware technologies that has facilitated a specific kind of communication and
information exchange, the defining characteristic of the Internet is its representation as

the networking of a set of computer networks. The global flow of communication through

3 Ziauddin Sardar and Jerome R. Ravetz, “Introduction: Reaping the Technological Whirlwind,”
Cyberfutures ed by Sardar and Jerome R. Ravetz (New York: New York UP, 1996) 1&7.
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these networks is what defines it as a medium of mass communications. The Internet,
thus, is simply a collection of technologies that enable communication. In fact, the
Internet is not even a very comprehensible technology in comparison to many earlier
technologies that have had a well-defined material form. It becomes far more difficult to
understand and theorize what the term means: email addresses? domain names? software
applications? a networking protocol? computers? content? In terms of access, it is still a
minor technology when compared to older technologies like the television or the
telephone. In terms of production and consumption—be it of the content that flows
through the networks, or that of the networks themselves—the Interet appears to be
difficult to locate, dispersed as it is among a multiplicity of locations, institutions, and
individuals.

Which leads us to the question: how is it that the Internet has come to be
celebrated by cyber-prophets as ushering in a new human utopia with an ability to
generate uniquely egalitarian social networks? Or, by contrast, vilified by dystopists as
heralding a world dangerously and unequally infiltrated by an emergent technology,
which works to undermine divergent struggles against exploitations of all kinds by
threatening to permeate every sphere of human activity? To think around the Internet
then, is to begin with the acknowledgement that “the Intemnet is as much a discursively
created object as a single, given artifact.™ As Neil Postman reminds us, “a technology is
merely a machine. [t becomes a medium as it employs a symbolic code, as it finds its

place in a particular social setting. A medium is the social and intellectual environment a

* Sardar and Ravetz, “Introduction,” Sardar and Ravetz, p.1; Castells p.7; Christine Hine, Virual
Ethnography (London: Sage, 2000) 27.
5 Hine 28
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machine creates.” Consequently, the ‘Internet’ and its most widely used component, the
‘World Wide Web’ (we will use the terms interchangeably for the rest of this project),
can be perceived as being fundamentally shaped by the social context they arise within.
Access to the Internet and the applications which constitutes it, both shape and are shaped
by human expectations of what the Internet is, what it symbolizes, and how it must be
used.

Given these insights, it becomes necessary to examine the historical development
of the technologies that constitute the Internet in conjunction with the social and cultural
circumstances that they arose in. Accordingly, my effort in this chapter is to comprehend
the emergence of the Internet in the context of what, [ argue, were simultaneously
occurring discourses of material and economic development, modernity and democracy.
Here, I trace the origins of the linear model of development that prevailed for much of the
second half of the twentieth century wherein arose a new global geo-palitical system of
representation with categories such as “First World,” “Second World,” and “Third
World.” It is significant, [ suggest, that such a system of representation, was as much
based on the material and economic prowess of nation states post World War II, as much
on the ideological affiliations that these states professed—within the binary framework of
the Cold War, the choice for militarily and economically weaker nation states was
restricted to one between capitalism versus communism, and democracy versus
socialism. [ further contend that what can also be observed during this historical period is
the capitalization of the notion of the democracy, whereby individual democratic rights

began to be defined by, and conflated with, individual consumer rights within the
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emerging global economic system. Along with the emergence of a new transnational
capitalism characterized primarily by instantaneity and simultaneity, [ argue that the
parallel globalization of the advertising industry, and indeed, of advertisements
themselves, were crucially important in establishing the processes I mention above. [
contend that advertising was the site wherein such ideological transformations occurred,
perpetuated by the successful establishment of certain globally recurring myths and
metaphors. Centrally, this chapter aims to articulate the history of the [ntemet not as a
mere convergence of various emerging technologies, but also, as the historical product of
a unique convergence of multiple ideologies and discourses—all of which not only
fuelled the growing importance of the Internet as a medium of mass communication but
also ensured its appropriation toward the emergence of a new global economic system.
My attempt in this chapter to study the development of the Internet must therefore begin
with the attempt to map the ways in which the Internet connects to its “*Outernet’—the
network of social, cultural, and economic relationships that criss-crosses and exceeds the
Internet,” “surrounding and connecting [it] to larger flows of labor, culture and powc:r.”7
In order to do this, it is also imperative that we look at the dominant metaphors and myths
that have seminally influenced its development and are shaping its future.

In his widely used work on the processes of mythmaking production, Roland
Barthes has pointed out that myth may be seen as a process, Or processes, by which pre-
existing signs are stripped of their context, history, and meaning. These signs then work

to transform an historical intent into a natural justification by deforming reality. This

6 Neil Postman, cited in John V. Pavlik, New Media Technology: Cultural and Commercial Perspectives
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1996), 13.
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central characteristic of myths helps create a world free of contradictions. Barthes
suggests that with myths, the relationships between human beings are not defined as
much by truth, as by utility. “Myths serve to depoliticize decisions made by the elite
according to necessity and circumstances, thus hiding ideological abuse.” As the Internet
marches into the twenty-first century, as the undisputed facilitator of global
communications, critics who attempt to theorize around it have often used the insights
provided by Barthes. Gilles Willett, for example, proposes that the very idea of “global
communications,” in fact, seems to be grounded in myth “because it presupposes that
communication might have been, or could be, fragmentary. If the idea of global
communication refers to telecommunication systems, then the proper term would be
global telecommunication.” What Willett is questioning here, is the easy semantic
equation of the terms ‘communication’ and “global communications’, arguing not only
that the latter term erases distinctions between the notions of communicating and
telecommunicating, but further that such a synonymy is one that is deliberately
established and perpetuated by global telecommunication companies.

Obscuring the reality that human beings are capable of communicating, the myth
of a global communication ascribed to cyberspace, reduces communication to the
transmission and exchange of information. [n the process, Willett concludes, this myth

also obscures new strategies of control of individuals and societies. He suggests that

T Tiziana Terranova, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy,” Social Text 18.2 (2000):
34.

8 Roland Barthes’ cited in Gilles Willett, “Global Communication: A Modem Myth?”
http://www .unisa.ac.za/dept/press/comeas212/willet. htmi, accessed 9/6/98 4:16 PM, 5.

? Willett 1.
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myths about communication depend on the way that the notion of communicating has

been conceived of and defined, historically:

...around 2500 years ago, Corax of Syracuse elaborated the fundamental
principles of rhetoric, or the art of pleading a cause (Harper 1979). Later
Antiphon decided that rhetoric should apply to political communication and
Georgias de Leontini stated that it also applied to the direction of ceremonies.
Later still, Aristotle defined the fundamental paradigm of rhetoric, which he
conceived as the art of persuasion. As for Cicero, he decided to broaden the
concept of rhetoric by adding that it was also the art of announcing, alerting,
instruction, comforting and encouraging. Furthermore, according to Protagoras,
since truth and reality are social constructs, rhetoric constitutes a means of
creating cultural realities. ... By conceiving communication as a means of
persuasion, those who set standards of communication models have defined
persuasion as an art. And art is obviously the province of the elite, and the
authority of members of the elite has always been taken for granted. In this
perspective ... the relationship between sender and receiver is essentially a
relationship of dependence and submission. (emphases mine) 10

Communication, thus conceived of as a means of persuasion, leads to an
equivalency between communication, information, and message, through which it is
reduced to an object sent back and forth between a sender and a receiver, a process which
the individual no longer controls. This forms the basis for the majority of communication
myths. Examining some of the nineteen communication myths identified by Dionne and
Quellet (1990), Willett argues that the idea of global communication makes
“telecommunication systems indispensable for the survival of institutions, businesses and
individuals while distracting us from the fragility of the artificial cyberspace, whose
existence depends not only on electromagnetic waves but also in computer science.”""

This leads us to subscribe to theories that equate social progress with technological

10 Willett 6.

I willett 5.



progress wherein social problems may be resolved through the judicious use of
technology.

In a similar vein, critics have also suggested that such metaphors become crucial
towards the establishment of certain specific ways of viewing the Internet while
excluding others. Stefik, for example, has argued that the metaphors we employ to study
the Internet have crucially influenced its development and are significantly involved in
shaping its future. Assuming the dominant metaphor to be that of the “Information
Highway,” Stefik suggests that metaphors such as those of the “digital library,”
“electronic mail,” “electronic marketplace,” and “digital world,” all serve to establish the
Internet, variously, as a store of knowledge, a communications medium, a commercial
forum, and a place for experience. Stefik concludes that the kinds of policy-making
options that present themselves to members of the state and various national techno-elites
are fundamentally defined by the metaphors they use.'” This is a crucial insight for it
suggests that while the Internet’s growth is defined by the kinds of available technologies
and the physical locations of networking infrastructures, it is also circumscribed by the
kinds of policies that various nation states, located on different points of power within the
global economic system, can adopt/do adopt, with respect to the Intemet. This is further
explicated in the next chapter where [ undertake a detailed examination of the physical
geography of the contemporary Internet.

Examining the metaphor of the “electronic frontier,” another theorist, Ziauddin
Sardar, proposes that we view the construction of cyberspace as being predicated upon a

set of interacting fantasies that originate from the western imperial history of political and
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cultural conquest. Contending that the West (beginning with Renaissance Europe) has
always sought new territories to conquer, Sardar sees cyberspace as a “new continent”
imagined into existence as a substitute for old colonies, to satisfy its insatiable desire to
acquire new wealth. For Sardar, the use of colonial metaphors such as that of “the new
frontier” and the similar quest for new markets in the Internet economy, the similarities
between colonizing corporations of the past such as the East India Company and the new
software-hardware conglomerates, serve to establish a strong parallel between the
colonization of non-Western cuitures and the colonization of cyberspace. Sardar
concludes that cyberspace is the newly discovered Other of Western civilization."* While
Sardar’s arguments about the power such metaphors wield, in shaping the way the
Internet, and cyberspace, is perceived are certainly relevant, [ would argue that such an
unequivocal comparison tends to flatten out the differences between colonial world
economic systems and the new Internet-based global economy. It also fails to recognize
that the power equations between the colonizers and the colonized, in the context of
cyberspace are qualitatively and quantitatively different than from the imperial processes
of colonization. Further [ would contend that the nation state—both as a site and a
product of imperial colonization—is one rendered only marginally important in this new
digital colonization; while the those newly marginalized are not merely distinct,
geographically localized, populations, but people who share a common parameter of
marginalization—that of inaccessibility to the digital economy.

Similar arguments have emerged in the works of critics such as Vivian Sobchack

and Arturo Escobar. Observing that the Internet appears to offer new freedoms but does

2 Srefik cited in Hine 30.
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so only within the framework of pre-existing commercial and cultural constraints,
Sobchack brilliantly compares the coexistence of contradictions within an “ideology of
the information age,” to the coexistence of contradictory meanings of the notion of
“franchise” as it exists in the United States. Herein, the term signifies both “freedom,” as
in the right to vote, and “property and privilege,” as in a franchise for a global restaurant
chain, department store, or sports team. For Sobchack, the concept of cyberspace, given
the contradictions with which it is being constructed, “will be profoundly dialectical:
enhancing and reducing, freeing and enslaving, unifying and dividing, all along new lines
that emerge out of old structures, but never transgressing the boundaries of power.”"*

In attempting to comprehend how the Internet alters relations between the
‘developed’ and ‘developing’ worlds, Escobar shares some of Sobchack’s concerns.
Escobar’s overview of the discourse of development and the way this it has evolved after
the end of World War II, is seminal for my project, not only in the way that it enables me
to trace the ideological intersection of this discourse with the others [ have already
mentioned, but also in the important questions that Escobar raises. Concerned with what
he calls “the anthropology of cyberspace,” Escobar poses a series of questions that he
argues are imperative, be answered. Given that the Internet will continue to be directly or
indirectly shaped by economic and military concerns, what are the newly emerging
narratives that are helping construct social reality, and what are the new ways of
negotiating with such constructions occurring within/through the Internet and the
information age it heralds? How are various constituencies dealing with specific forms of

power, authority, representation, and knowledge within cyberspace? How do experiences

B See Sardar and Ravetz, Introductioa in Sardar and Ravetz, 1-14.
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within this space created by the Internet and other emerging technologies differ for
people situated in different social and, spatial, and temporal locations? How do practices
within, in, around, and informed by, such technologies, relate to the global accumulation
of capital and the globalization of cultural production and dissemination? 15

These are questions that must form the backdrop as [ attempt, in the next section
of this chapter, to trace the emergence of the [nternet as the newest “global” medium,
within the deeply intertwined histories of modern advertising, transnational capitalism,

and the consolidation of linear imaginings of ideas of development and modemity.

kREE

“Cyberspace did not appear from nowhere as a mystical spark of inspiration from
the mind of one individual.”'®

“Cyberspace originates in a well known social and cultural matrix, that of

modemity.””

In The ise of the Network Society, the first volume of his trilogy, Manuel Castells
comprehensively details how a fascinating blend of military strategy based on scientific
cooperation from the academy, technological entrepreneurship and counter-cultural
innovation led to the development of the physical Internet.'® He points to the fact that

various Internet historians, including Abbate (1999), Naughton (1999), Hart (1992),

" bid.

5 Sardar and Ravetz, Introduction, Sardar and Ravetz, 1-14.
16 Chris Chesher, cited in Sardar, “alt.civilizations.faq,” Sardar and Ravetz, 17.

17 Arturo Escobar, “Welcome to Cyberia: Notes on the Anthropology of Cybercuiture.” Sardar and Ravetz,
113.
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Hafner and Markhoff (1991), and Himannen (2001), among others, all refer to the
widespread view that the Internet originated from within the efforts and institutions of the
Cold War. In this story, as Castells tells it, the US Defense Department’s Advanced
Research Projects Agency (ARPA)—spurred by the launching of the first Sputnik which
served as a visible triumph of Soviet technological superiority—began to invest
massively in the idea of a decentralized communications/computational network which
would not be rooted in any single geographical location—and thus remain relatively
invulnerable to a nuclear attack. Based on an idea proposed in the early sixties by Paul
Baran in the United States and separately by Donald Davies in the United Kingdom, one
strategy that emerged was the idea of a network, which would use *packet-switching
technology’ whereby messages could be broken down into packets of data, each packet
be made to travel independently along multiple directions along the network, and be
reassembled at any desired point on it.

The first computer network, named the ARPANET, came into being on
September 1, 1969, connecting the University of California, Los Angeles, the Stanford
Research Institute, the University of California, Santa Barbara, and the University of
Utah. Eventually, as they began to appropriate the network for their own communication
purposes, the ARPANET, in 1983, came to be devoted exclusively to scientists, while a
separate network called the MILNET (Military Network), was created for the sole use of
the military. Late in the eighties, the National Science Foundation (NSF), helped create
two other networks: a scientific network called CSNET, and a network intended for the

use of non-scientific scholars named the BITNET, which was established with the

'8 See Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, especially Chapters 1, 2, 3 &S5. This section of my
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support of IBM. The backbone of all these communication networks created in the
eighties was still the ARPANET, which consequently came to be called the ARPA-
INTERNET, and eventually, simply, the Internet. At this stage in its evolution, the
[nternet was still funded by the Department of Defense, and was administered by the
NSF. When the ARPANET was shut down on February 28, 1990, the NSF’s NSFNET
became the backbone of the Internet.

The early nineties saw the rise of several corporate as well as non-profit networks,
and in April 1995, the last government funded backbone of the Internet, the NSFNET
shut down, replaced by mutually beneficial cooperative arrangements between private
networks which were essentially commercial spin-offs of the NSF’s regional networks.
Once the basic infrastructural elements of the network were in place, the NSF began
funding data-networking research at thirteen nationwide supercomputing centers in 1985.
Academic institutions, increasingly eager to be connected to the NSFNET, began leasing
local and regional circuits from local telecom providers—by then a nationwide telecom
circuit had already been commissioned by the NSFNET. The purposes to which the
network could be used was laid out by the NSFNET in its Acceptable Use Policy (AUP)
which stated that “NSFNET backbone services are provided to support open research and
education in and between US research and instructional institutions, plus research arms of
for-profit firms when engaged in open scholarly communications and research. Use for
other purposes is not acceptable.”"® However, in 1991, three private networks—General
Atomics (CERFnet, now owned by AT&T), UUnet (now owned by MCI WorldCom),

and Performance Systems International (PSInet)—circumvented the AUP to create an

chapter is indebted to Castells’ account for historical information and statistics.
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alternative ‘open’ point of network-traffic exchange called the Commercial Internet
exchange (CIX). By 1992, the US government decided to stop funding this network and
consequently in 1994, the NSF was forced to commission four separate network access
points (NAPs), which would function similar to the CIX. These NAPs, run by different
telecommunication companies, were set up at New Jersey, Washington DC, Chicago, and
San Francisco.

[t is important to note that such a process of privatization meant that in the first
stage of its development, there was no single, centralized overseeing administrative
authority for the Internet. The management of pre-existing coordinating Internet
organizations—the Internet Activities Board (IAB, ironically the same acronym as that
for a later, equally influential organization, the Internet Advertising Bureau), and the
Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF)—were handed over by the NSF in January,
1992, to a non-profit organization called the Internet Society (ISOC). ISOC, describing
itself as “an international organization for global coordination and co-operation on the
[nternet,” is a US-based professional membership society that acts as a non-governmental
institutional and fund-raising umbrella organization for the Internet. As the Internet grew
globally, the [nternet’s main coordinating responsibilities that involved the assigning of
virtual addresses worldwide became a hotly disputed issue. Until 1998, incredibly, one
man, Dr. John Postel of the University of Southern California’s Information Sciences
Institute (ISI), managed these responsibilities. In 1998, a new American-based regulatory

body was established to deal with such issues, called the [nternet Corporation for

¥ TeleGeography Inc. 29.
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Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), (I will go on to examine the governance of the
Internet in more detail in the next chapter.)

The evolution of the ‘network of networks,’ the Internet, was fundamentally
enabled by the various technologies that emerged in the technological revolution towards
the end of the millennium. For example, the establishing of this network depended on the
creation of two computing protocols in 1978—the Transmission Protocol (TP), and the
Internetworks Protocol (IP), by Cerf and Postel from the University of California, Los
Angeles, and Cohen from the University of Southern California. These protocols, that
allowed computers to communicate with each other, became established as a US standard
in the late eighties. In fact when European telecommunication carriers decided, around
the same time, on a different international communications protocol, the Internet was
almost split into two mutually non-communicable networks. The story of the Internet
then, is also the story of how TCP/IP were adapted to win acceptance as a “common’
standard for computer-enabled communications.

Other such stories of standardization, globalization, and universalization, around
the emergence of the Internet, abound as well. The invention of email communications by
Ray Tomlinson at Bolt, Beranek and Newman (bearing the acronym BBN, this was one
of a handful of specialized, technological ‘Cold-War’ think-tanks funded primarily by the
Department of Defense. Others included Massachusetts [nstitute of Technology’s Lincoin
Laboratory, Stanford Research Institute (SRI), and RAND Corporation, while the
privately funded think-tanks included Paul Alto Research Corporation, funded by
XEROX and AT&T’s Bell Laboratories,) which is now widely regarded within the

[nternet industry as the “killer’ application of the Internet is one such story. The invention
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of the ‘modem’ for PCs by two Chicago students, Ward Christensen and Randy Suess, in
1978, who proceeded to diffuse this technology online at no cost, is another. Others
include the creation of USENET, an online forum of discussion, by three students (at
Duke University and the University of North Carolina, both of which were not part of the
initial ARPANET), who made their software freely available to anyone who wanted it; as
well as the creation of a system to post bulletin boards on PCs by Tom Jennings in 1983,
which was again freely distributed, and became the origins of one of the earliest
grassroots networks called FIDONET. By 1990, FIDONET was a network comprising
two thousand five hundred computers in the US. The model on which it was based made
it inexpensive and easily established, and it became especially successful in poorer
economies at the time, until the commercial development of the Internet led to its
eventual demise.

The most significant of these inventions, in retrospect, was that of the World
Wide Web by Tim Berners-Lee at the European Center for Nuclear Research (CERN).
Deviating from the ARPANET tradition, Berners-Lee turned to the work of Ted Neison.
In 1974, Nelson had published a pamphlet called ‘Computer Lib’ that exhorted people to
seize and use computers for their own benefit, proposing a new system of organizing
information on the Internet, calling it ‘hypertext.” Based on the system of hyperlinks,
Bemers-Lee’s World Wide Web was a convergence of audio-visual technologies that
created an easy interface to access the Internet with. In keeping with the prevailing
“hacker ethic’, the WWW was distributed free. It, along with the later MOSAIC and

Netscape browsers created by Marc Andersen in 1992 (also distributed free), went on to
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become the technologies primarily responsible for the Internet’s evolution into a global,
interactive, mass medium of communications.

While these were the technological innovations that enabled the growth of the
Internet in its present form, it is also important to examine the emergence of the Intemnet
as a discursively constructed cultural entity. To reinforce a point made earlier, [ argue
that the collection of technological histories like these, by themselves, lead merely to the
perpetuation of a myth wherein the [nternet evolves as a technology simply because it
was “natural” for it to develop, and too good not to! Such a founding myth of the
Internet’s origins, [ propose, may be seen as straddling two seemingly contradictory
positions—one of ARPANETs vision of a “‘command-and-control communications
system,’ and the other of the post-sixties counter cuitural hacker impulse exemplified in
Giese’s widely quoted proclamation - “information wants to be free™!® In this story of
the historical development of the Internet may be identified “some key themes: the
appropriation of a militaristic technology for humanitarian and libertarian purposes; the
assertion of the natural human desire to communicate; the reclaiming of a weapon of
destruction for the good of the people.”

Much earlier efforts at constructing histories of the Internet have been concerned
with the apparent contradiction between its military origins and its current avataras a
globally popular sought after medium of mass communication. In an incisive effort to
examine the early historiography of the Internet, Luba Krekhovetsky draws upon a social

constructivist perspective as elaborated by David Crawley: “For students of media,

® L uba Krekhovetsky. “From Military Strategy to Mass Medium: A Historiographical Analysis of [nternet
History, unpub. paper, 5. [ am grateful to Luba for gencrously sharing this paper with me.

2 Hine 31.
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perhaps the most interesting theme to emerge from this mix is the emphasis on the
development of domestic spaces and the constituencies built up around successive and
overlapping forms of electronic communication that connect these sites to wider social
worlds—telegraphy, telephony, broadcasting, and now computing. These studies pay
particular attention to the inner workings of technologies—case specific histories, the role
of technical knowledge and new professions, and above all the social actors who
organized themselves and otherwise gathered around technical knowledge and its
artifacts.”” Using Crawley’s concept of ‘constituency groups,” Krekhovetsky examines
the work of four net historians: Rheingold, Sterling, Giese, and Stevenson, and discovers
that each of these four historical accounts of early Internet development are different
accounts focusing on different historical aspects, attributing agency and intentionality to
different constituency groups. Rheingold structures his history around visionary computer
scientists and engineers, effectively diminishing the military’s role; Sterling’s history
revolves around technological infrastructure, locating the power of the Internet within the
decentralized, egalitarian nature of the medium itself; Giese focuses on competing
constituencies—the Internet becomes a product of oppositional negotiations between
hackers and ARPA researchers wherein the hacker community succeeds in becoming the
dominant influencer in its shaping; while Stevenson’s social history of the Internet views
it as a product created by the processes of mediation and negotiation between the hacker
culture and various institutions of the government and the military. Krekhovetsky
concludes that these historians fail to interrogate their own values while constructing their

histories of the Internet.
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Much recent work has sought to question such one-dimensional histories of the
Internet. Work by Hafner and Lyon, for example, describe the Internet as a product of a
complex web of interactions between computer scientists, politicians and funding
agencies, which may very well have developed differently than it did, if it developed at
all. Abbate, similarly has argued that the ARPANET"s development was shaped in the
context of multi-dimensional objectives and policies, of which the Cold War was only
one.> Likewise, Christine Hine speculates that themes that revolve around the anarchic
nature of the Internet, the anti-establishment culture of the hackers and cyberpunks who
were part of its growth, and the emphasis on the sense of a shared responsibility of
netiquette, are what led to the early focus on new ways of communicating and sharing, of
identity formations online, and about the development of Internet communities among
Internet theorists. However, she argues, its commercialization and commoditization have
marked a major shift in the Internet’s identity that needs to be closely examined. Hine
concludes that the Internet is currently understood and used as a result of “historical (as
an embodiment of Cold War military ideals or as a triumph of humanitarian values over
said military ideals), cultural (through mass media in differing national contexts),
situational (in institutional and domestic contexts within which the technology acquires
symbolic meaning), and metaphorical (through the concepts available for thinking about
the technology) shaping.”z“ It is this social shaping that is responsible for the creation of
an Intemnet that connotes different things for different people.

My own concerns take as their point of departure, Hine’s suggestion that the

commercialization of the Internet implies we revisit its history. It is my argument that any

2 David Crowley, “Doing Things Electronically,” Canadian Journal of Communication, 19 (1994): 11.
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analysis of the social shaping of the Internet cannot afford to ignore the impact of the
simultaneously occurring histories of the globalization of commerce and culture, and
discourses of development and modemity on the development of the Internet itself. [
further argue that these histories themselves must be understood as being fundamentally
inflected by the globalization of advertising. A good example of how these various
discourses had begun to be understood as relational to one another at around the exact
same historical moment of the privatization of the Internet is evident in the following
excerpt from a widely quoted speech of Al Gore, wherein Gore, then Vice-President of
the United States, is reported to have claimed he coined the term “information
superhighways,” as a metaphor for understanding the Internet:

The President of the United States and I, believe that an essential prerequisite to

sustainable development, for all members of the human family, is the creation of a

Global Information Infrastructure. This GII will circle the globe with information

superhighways on which all people can travel. The GII will not only be a

metaphor for a functioning democracy, it will in fact promote the functioning of

democracy by greatly enhancing the participation of citizens in decision-making. [
see a new Athenian Age of democracy forged in the fora the GII will create.

- Al Gore, US Vice President, 21* March 1991, ina spegch to the International

Telecommunication Union conference in Buenos Aires.”

The emphases added to this quote are mine. However, it is Gore’s emphases on
the linkages between discourses of ‘development’ and ‘democracy’ with that of the
[nternet that interest me. One of the most comprehensive efforts to comprehend the
discourse of ‘development’ that [ have come across is Arturo Escobar’s fascinating study,

Encountering Development. Escobar, examining what he deems to be the fundamental

force shaping the field of development - the discourse of development economics,

3 Cited in Hine 31.
* Hine 32.
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attempts to articulate a ‘cultural critique’ of economics. He points out that to understand
the discourse of development, it is necessary “to analyze the conditions of its coming into
being; how it emerged, building upon the already existing Western economy and the
economic doctrine generated by it (classical, neoclassical, Keynesian, and growth
economic theories); how development economists constructed “the underdeveloped
economy,” embodying in their theories features of the advanced capitalist societies and
culture; the political economy of the capitalist world economy linked to this construction;
and finally, the planning practices that inevitably come with development economics and
that became a powerful force in the production and management of development,” in
order to comprehend the currently dominant economic discourse.”® Escobar argues that
the discourse of development was a fundamental anchor for the restructuring of global
culture and political economy in the early post World War II period.

It is important for my project to note that this vision of development originated in
the United States. President Harry Truman’s inaugural address on January 20, 1949, was
also a proclamation to the world that the United States needed to work towards resolving
the problems of the “underdeveloped areas™ of the globe.”” Escobar takes note of the

Truman vision, which was to extend the noble American dream of peace and material

B Cited in Cees J. Hamelink, * The Democratic Ideal and its Enemies,” The Democratization of
Communication, ed. Philip Lee (Cardiff: U of Wales P, 1995), 15.

% srturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1995), 18.

77 «More than half the people of the world are living in coaditions approaching misery. Their food is
inadequate, they are victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their poverty isa
handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas. For the first time in history humanity
possesses the knowledge and the skill to relieve the suffering of these people . . . [ believe that we should
make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of ours store of technical knowledge in order to help
them realize their aspirations for a better life . . . What we envisage is a program of development based on
the concepts of democratic fair dealing . . Greater production is the key to prosperity and peace. And the
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abundance to all corners of the world. The way this was to be achieved, however, was by
creating the conditions that would allow the worldwide replication of features
characterizing the ‘developed’ societies of the time. Capital, science, and technology
were the chief ingredients in this vision, to enable a revolution leading to substantially
high levels of industrialization, urbanization, technicalization of agriculture, material
production and living standards, and the adoption of ‘modem’ education and cultural
values. Escobar also outlines how by the end of the fifties, a will towards such a
revolution became fundamentally inscribed within the circles of power in states
everywhere. To illustrate this, he cites one of the most influential reports written in 1951,
by the Department of Social and Economic Affairs of the United Nations in 1951:
«...rapid economic progress is impossible without painful adjustments. Ancient
philosophies have to be scrapped; old social institutions have to disintegrate; bonds of
caste, creed and race have to be burst; and large numbers of persons who cannot keep up
with progress have to have their expectations of a comfortable life frustrated.”® By the
end of the seventies, Escobar points out, “reality ... had been colonized by the
development discourse, and those who were dissatisfied with this state of affairs had to
struggle for bits and pieces of freedom within it, in the hope that in the process a different
reality could be constructed.” Thus several new concepts came into currency within the
discourse of development post World War [I that gradually permeated and became
established within the sociopolitical, economic and cultural spheres as well, popularized
by their frequent usage within global institutions of influence, such as the United Nations.

Notions such as those of the “First World,” a category comprising the most highly

key to greater production is a wider and more vigorous application of moderm scientific and technical
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industrialized ‘free’ nations of the world, the ‘Second World,” compiled of the
industrialized, communist nations of the world, and the ‘Third World,” referring to the
poor, unindustrialized nations of the world, became established as a vocabulary of
geopolitical representation for/by the whole world.

The primary forces shaping the discourse of development during this period were
the need for the United States to locate new markets, the significantly increased faith in
science and technology, and the Cold War—which, as we’ve already discussed, was a
significant shaping influence on the Internet as well. Escobar describes the period from
1945-55 as one that saw a rapid consolidation of US hegemony in the world capitalist
system. As more and more formerly colonized territories—earlier, hubs in an imperial
system of commerce—fought for independence, the US’s primary foreign policy
objective became to help rebuild the economy of its allies in Western Europe.
Simultaneous with the need to locate new sites to invest its surplus capital, however, the
imperative to expand the market for its products abroad also became increasingly urgent.
Further, expanding the US economy also required access to raw material for this was the
only way that the growing capacity of US industries, particularly its emerging
muitinational corporations, could be met.

Consequently, the US made a massive investment ($19 Billion between 1945-50)
in economic aid to Western Europe. This, interestingly, was capital that was simply
‘given’ away (similar to the way in much software was disseminated during the early
development of the Internet!). Escobar notes how it has been argued that the Marshall

Plan of 1948 was the first time in capitalist history when it was deemed necessary to

knowledge.” Harry Truman, cited in Escobar, 3.
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‘give away’ money and goods. This massive investment, prompted by Truman’s well-
known Point Four Program, occurred in historical conjunction with the establishment of
new ‘global’ financial institutions such as the World Bank and the [nternational Monetary
Fund (IMF). Escobar observes that while the Point Four Program proposed that the
poorer parts of the world be fortified by a diet of two crucial ‘developing’ forces, that of
capital, and of technology, the “Third World” did not get as much ‘free’ money as it did
technological assistance. Thus, in the same period that Western Europe received $19
billion in economic aid as part of the Four Point Program, Latin America received less
than 2% of US aid, and only about $150 million was spent on all of the “Third World.”
Global financial institutions such as the World Bank and the [MF, backed by the United
States and the other relatively strong economic powers of Western Europe, insisted that
the “Third World’ create ‘the right climate’ before economic aid could commence. The
right climate meant, among other things: a visible commitment to capitalism as the path
to future development, the curbing of various nascent nationalisms, and the “controlling’
of the Left, the working class and the peasantry. The Cold War, Escobar says, was one of
the single most crucial factor that confirmed the strategy of development: “In the late
1940s, the real struggle between East and West had already moved to the Third World,
and development became the grand strategy for advancing such rivalry, and at the same
time, the designs of industrial civilization. The confrontation between the US and the

Soviet Union thus lent legitimacy to the enterprise of modemization and development; to

3 Escobar, Encountering Development, 4.



extend the sphere of political and cultural influence became an end in itself,”(the
emphases is mine.)”

Escobar also underlines the centrality conferred upon technology within this
discourse of development, observing that within the vast literature on the sociology of
modemization, technology came to be theorized as a force that would inexorably enable
the progress of the “Third’ and ‘Second’ worlds towards the liberating model of the
“First.” Escobar concludes that while the discourse of development economics continually
offers “successive promises of affluence for the Third World through active intervention
in the economy in the 1950s and 1960s, planning throughout the development era,
stabilization and adjustment policies in the 1980s, and anti-interventionist, “market-
friendly development” for the 1990s,” all it really does is to “discover’ poverty on a
global scale and all it really seeks, disguised as the harbinger of freedom and democracy,
is to exploit such poverty.30 For the emerging order of capitalism and modernity in this
period, he argues, relies not only on industrial and technological superiority, but also on,
what he terms, “a politics of poverty,” to not only effect a social transformation whereby
the poor become objects of knowledge and management, but also, crucial in the context
of my project, to create consumers.

The period from the late seventies to the end of the millennium, and further, has
been the subject of much discussion among critics for the emergence of a multitude of
discourses therein, that have influenced how contemporary globality came to be. Escobar
establishes how the discourse of development became the ubiquitous but central operator

of the politics of global representation and identity. Extending this insight, I argue that

3 Escobar 34.
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the development of the Internet must be seen in the light of the deeply intertwined
regimes of representation provided by development, modemity and globalization.
Underlying all these regimes is the discourse of democracy and overlying them, the
commodifying, consumerizing force of advertising.

In order to examine the linkages between the processes of capitalism and the
notion of ‘free trade’ with concepts such as ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’, it is educative, at
this juncture to turn our attention to studies that have sought to trace the evolution of the
process of democratization. One comprehensive overview is provided by Majid and
Katherine Kia Tehranian who offer a conceptual historical framework that emphasizes
the interactions of democratization with modernization and communication. While I do
not critically endorse their formulation in its entirety, it is useful to examine it in the light
of my project for the connections it draws between the histories of the discourses we
consider fundamental to an understanding of the Internet.”! The Tehranians argue that the
processes of democratization and communicaticn through new technological, economic,
political, and cultural formations can be traced through seven successive waves of
modernization in the last five hundred years, as integrating heterogeneous societies
around the goals of security, liberty, equality, and community. 3 According to them, the
end of World War II in 1945 ushered in a new era of globalism marking ‘the fifth wave
of democratization.” While the creation of centralized institutions of global financial

management such as the World Bank to channel investments into the less developed

% Escobar 58

* Majid Tehranian and Katharine Kia Tehranian, “That Recurrent Suspicion: Democratization in a Global
Perspective” in Lee ed., 38-75.
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national economies, the IMF to manage the convertibility of international currency
exchange, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) to facilitate world
trade by reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers, provided the economic basis for a new
global capitalist system, the United Nations provided the political basis for a global
security system.

Despite the fact that the Cold War undermined the influence of the United
Nations as a system of security, globalization continued its growth through the
emergence of the transnational corporations (TNCs) and the multinational corporations
(MNCs). These TNCs formulated global strategies aimed at retaining centralized control
while facilitating spatial and managerial dispersion, while the expanding reach of global
advertising fostered the global culture of mass consumption that they required to exist. n
this process, the Tehranians observe, “the seductions of the ‘soft power’ (Nye 1990) of
cultural appeal may have proved nearly as powerful as the “hard power’ of military might
and economic gravity.”:’3 The Cold War was crucial for now globalism appeared as two
unique versions—that of liberal capitalism as opposed to that of Soviet communism. In
effect, the Enlightenment idea of progress was packaged in two forms—development by
the rule of a free-market economy, or by central planning. Describing the emergence of
global competing media (BBC, VOA, CNN, MTV, TIME, LIFE, Wall Street Journal,
[nternational Herald Tribune, Newsweek, The Economist, Hollywood films, global
advertising, and Direct Broadcast Satellites versus their ideological counterparts in the
‘Second World’, such as Radio Moscow, Radio Beijing, New Times, Beijing Review

etc.), the Tehranians argue that the increasingly global commercial media—oprint, film,

3 ibid 55.
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television, satellites and computers—played a central role in this war. However, one
noteworthy consequence of the increasing global presence of such media, was the
emergence of a new breed of communication elites, in both ideological camps, who were
the managers of the enormous new technostructures of global communication. These
‘technologues’ came into being along with the simultaneously occurring convergence of
voice, data and mages into a single stream of electronic, digital signals called the
Integrated System Digital Network (ISDN) that began to rapidly dissolve boundaries
between media technologies, institutions and professions.

The new technologues combined an intricate knowledge of such emerging
technologies with the managerial skills required for such massively complex
technocracies. In the “Third World,” however, where technological development was
comparatively slower and more localized, the types of communication elites formed were
qualitatively different from the “technologues.” These groups, who the Tehranians call
“communologues”, conversant in the languages of indigenous, religious, ethnic, and
nationalistic discourses, largely rejected secular views of progress. Arguing that exposure
to the diversity of global cultures in this period challenged the foundations of globalism
as an ideology of modemity by decentering its universalist claims and creating a new
sense of cultural relativism, the Tehranians conclude that “the tension between the global
and the local has been an incipient political and cultural feature of the Fifth
moderization.”*

For the Tehranians, the Sixth wave of modemization and democratization began

with the end of the Cold War. With the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union and
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China’s steadily progressing entry into the structure of global capitalism, the capitalist
vision of globalism, they suggest, became, and continues to be, increasingly irresistible.
While the US Congress rejected the WTO as, ironically, a threat to US national
sovereignty, GATT, passed in 1994, became the dominant channel for the management
of world trade; lowering tariffs by approximately 38% for a total gain of $744 billion for
the one hundred and twenty three participating nations. On the other hand economic
regionalism, in the form of politico-economic organizations like the European Union
(EU), Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) are
also becoming increasingly consolidated. Thus the Tehranians observe that glocalization
emerges as the dominant feature of our world wherein the global market adapts to local
conditions while simultaneously using them towards global competitive advantage. They
further argue that democratization in its Sixth wave has come to be defined by two
simultaneously occurring ‘ideologies and pathologies’: globalism versus localism, and
commodity fetishism versus identity fetishism. The global market, obviously, emphasizes
secular ideologies of progress, which encourage commedity fetishism. [n effect,
modermization and democratization become dialectical processes where the requirements
of economic accumulation and political participation compete for the material and
symbolic resources of power. Globalization creates a global elite who are linked directly
or indirectly to technocratic, capitalistic organizations that are fuelled by
deterritorialization and informationalization. However, “the globalist ideology of

capitalism is.... torn between the contesting principles of one dollar-one vote versus one
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person-one vote.” To sum up, what the Tehranians describe is a convergence of
processes in the last quarter of the last century, wherein we can observe the increasing
interchangeability of the notions of ‘democracy’ and ‘capitalist democracy.’

It has been widely postulated, especially among theories of post-industrialism,
that the end of the last century has seen the emergence of a new economy. Castells, for
example, refers to a new economy that is informational, global, and networked. He
suggests that this new economy is “informational because the productivity and
competitiveness of units or agents in this economy (be it firms, regions, or nations)
fundamentally depend upon their capacity to generate, process and apply efficiently,
knowledge-based information. It is global because the core activities of production,
consumption, and circulation, as well as their components (capital, labor, raw materials,
management, information, technology, markets) are organized on a global scale, either
directly or through a network of linkages between economic agents. [t is networked
because, under the new historical conditions, productivity is generated through and
competition is played out in a global network of interaction between business
networks.”® Castells goes on to describe how the need to open up new markets led to the
rise of muitinationals. The growth of these MNCs required an environment that was
defined by two major components—the deregulation of markets worldwide and new
information technologies that would enable dramatically enhanced global
communications. For Castells, the globalization of financial markets, beginning from the
eighties, and facilitated primarily by new communication technologies, formed the

backbone of the new global economy. Castells further observes that this global economy
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was not a pure creation of market forces, but a product of complex negotiations and
interactions between markets, governments, and international financial institutions that
were representing various national and international market interests. The networking of
most nations to the newly formed global economic system occurred by a two-fold
process: either political pressure was applied through the actions of the economically and
militarily dominant states on the other states, or economic pressure was imposed through
the global institutions of this new economy like the IMF, World Bank, or WTO.

The mantra (that we’ve already seen to have evolved from the Truman vision,)
was that global capitalism, fuelled by the information technology revolution, would usher
in prosperity, democracy, and reduce levels of inequality to everyone’s benefit. Pointing
to the fundamental complicity of the Clinton administration in this process, Castells
refers to a 1999 New York Times report that elaborately detailed the Clinton team’s
concerted effort in this direction, which involved both applying direct pressure on
governments worldwide, as well as issuing strict instructions to the IMF to follow the
similar strategies. The Clinton administration, according to Castells, clearly grasped the
fact that given the established presence of American MNCs worldwide, as well as the
hegemonic American influence within global trade and financial institutions, economic
globalization was advantageous to American firms and to the US economy. Castells
further notes that once the global economy—a network of interknit segments of various
national economies (a ‘network of networks’ in other words!)—was established, it
became a decentralized network, wherein any of the non-fundamental economic nodes

that disconnected itself from it could simply be bypassed while resources continued to
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flow through the rest of the network (the comparison to the working of the Internet is
obvious). At the same time, any such national economy that attempted to disconnect was
also faced with the prospect of paying an unbearable price — economic devastation in the
short term, and the closing of avenues of economic growth, in short, global economic
irrelevancy, in the long term. Thus Castells suggests that the framework of values as
conceived of within the productivism/consumerism dynamic of the global economy
offers no alternative for people, firms or countries: “once the global economy has been
constituted, it is a fundamental feature of the new economy.” 3

Simuitaneously, however, fact of the territorial concentration of science and
technology within a handful of ‘First World’ nations significantly influenced the
constituting of the sites and networks of such a global economy. Castells notes that in
1993, ten nations in the world accounted for 84% of global Research and Development
(R&D) and 95% of US patents. Even as recently as up to the late nineties, a fifth of the
world’s population living in high-income countries, accounted for over 74% of the
world’s telephone lines, and 93% of its [ntemet users.*® Consequently, Castells argues
that while this suggests a model of labor comprised of new economy producers located in
a few “global cities and regions’ and of the rest of the technologicaily dependant
economies of the world, the realities of global immigration patterns (fuelled in no small
measure by the discourse of development as well as by the rise of elites such as
‘technologues’ and ‘communologues as we’ve discussed earlier), has created an
economic environment wherein capital, and the processes of production and consumption

are global, while the bulk of labor is local. In such a global economy, only an elite
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techno-labor force is truly globalized. What Castells is arguing here is that while the
informational economy impacts the whole world, and is giobal to the extent that all socio-
economic processes relate to the structurally dominant logic of this economy, most
people on the planet do not participate in it. This is an insight similar to Otto Imkens’s
comment on the Internet: “...even those who attempt to disconnect from, or are not yet
connected to, the global grid, still live in its glow.™

An inevitable corollary to the growth of MNCs in the same period has been the
emergence of the modemn, global, advertising industry. It is illuminating, for the purposes
of this project, to briefly examine the growth of this industry. Cultural critic Armand
Matellart in his Advertising International: the privatization of public space provides a
comprehensive history of the evolution of modern advertising. It is interesting, in the
context of my examination of the Internet, that the transnational dimension of advertising,
for Matellart, reveals itself as the very history of modern advertising as “a network, and a
network of networks.™® For Matellart, this is a social network that constitutes the crucial
link between the emerging global economy and a global culture, inflecting media,
economies, cultures, politics, as well as international relations, rendering the idea of a
globally communicating society synonymous with that of a globally consuming society.
This poses a fundamental socio-cultural change, Matellart argues, for it provokes an array
of mutations and redefinitions in the practice of democracy, and needs to be closely

studied.
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Tracing the history of the advertising industry, Matellart observes that the rise of
the globalism post World War II, coincides with the moment in its history when
advertising, formerly conceived of merely as a technique for the modernization of
selling,” began to define itself as a crucial apparatus of the democratic marketplace and a
process that helps in the construction of a new global model of social organization.
Matellart’s argument, rephrased in our context, is that advertising began, in effect, to
think of itself as part of the American (Truman) vision whereby, besides being a new
global channel for the promotion of commerce and industry, it also saw itself as a
network wielding considerable cultural and political influence. Matellart quotes from an
article in an issue of The Advertising Age of the time to make his point: “It can be said
that advertising and marketing can be a nation’s unofficial diplomat overseas,
representing a country’s way of life more dramatically and realistically than official State
Department or Foreign Office ambassadors. The tremendous international impact of
marketing and advertising in the United States, in fact, has led to the coining of the word
“adplomacy”™*!

The United States, with its new vision of the worid was where this new vision of
advertising was inscribed into the global economy, and the new vision, Matellart notes,
was that of an “educational mission.” This vision was subsequently, considerably
consolidated by the Cold War era, when concepts such as “freedom’ and ‘democracy’
were further inserted into the discourse of advertising. Thus in 1968, the President of an
US-based international advertising agency recalled: “Democracies with high living

standards are at the top of the list of countries spending a high per cent of national
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income on advertising, whereas communist dictatorships with relatively low living
standards are at the bottom ... Freedom must have its advertising, or else it will surely run
into danger, ... the American marketing system has at its basis that sudden upsurge of the
idea of human freedom.™? In the same historical moment, Matellart notes, the US
advertising industry also began to equate popular culture with ‘mass culture’, arguing
through various trade publication articles, that the United States was the first nation in
history to have a ‘centrally organized,” ‘mass produced’ folk culture, which came from
advertising agencies, networks of newspapers, radio, and television.*

Matellart describes this stage in the evolution of advertising as the ‘Imperial”
order and suggests that it ended in the beginning of the seventies when the exclusive
monopoly of the United States within the advertising industry began to wane. Matellart
speculates that this wane occurred due to the economics of the time wherein the United
States, from being the principal investor in investments abroad, primarily in Western
Europe, also became the primary destination of foreign investment, again, primarily from
Western Europe. Thus while the US initially received approximately 10% of the world’s
investment flow, this figure became 30% by the end of the seventies, and 50% by the end
of the eighties. Consequently, there was also a consolidation of national advertising
markets and agencies. Matellart describes a race launched, in the eighties, by the US
advertising industry to form global networks of advertising, a process that closely
paralleled the global expansion of American multinationals. He details how this growth

was envisioned according to the prevailing ‘globalization of commerce’ models of the
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time, such as those proposed by management theorists like Theodore Levitt and Peter
Drucker. Assumptions around the globalization of markets and advertising agencies
revealed and emphasized three major tendencies: “1) Four key influences on the media
landscape: consumer convergence, technology, the need to be a low cost producer, the
growth of advertising expenditure; 2) Four major trends: the globalization of the media
and the big communications groups, the increasing size of media-owning companies, the
segmentation of the media, new media and new kinds of opportunities; 3) Three types of
effects: the increasing pace of globalization, pressure on governments to liberalize
broadcast media, increase of attention to the function of media.™

For Matellart, the prime facilitator of the globalization of the advertising industry
was the process of economic deregulation, which, as we have already seen, was the stick
brandished by the United States via global intermediaries (such as the World Bank,
WTO, IMF, and GATT), prior to the offer of the ‘carrot’—the flow of ‘development’
capital. Given the already inscribed discourse of development, economic deregulation
was a concept adopted by most nations during this stage, particularly after the
disintegration of the Soviet Union. Arguing that economic deregulation was not defined
as much by the absence of economic trade regulations as much by the establishment ofa
different set of regulations, Matellart contends that this was, in fact, a project that sought
to “rearrange public space.”“s Deregulation redefined the notion of free speech, wherein a
citizen’s free speech directly competed with ‘commercial free speech’. Such a hypothesis

resonates well with some of the others we have examined thus far, such as the “one

3 Matellart 32.
# Matellart 50.
5 Matellart 86.



52

dollar-one vote’ formulation of the Thehranians, and Sobchack’s insights about the twin
oppositional semantic domains of the term ‘franchise’.

Matellart argues that “deregulation has thrown finance into the arms of
communication (mediated by advertising}—and communication into those of finance: the
convergence of two highly internationalized sectors, at the apex of network techniques,
the vanguard in the process of globalising the market.”*® Convincingly demonstrating that
it was the advertising industry that took the lead in lobbying for the emerging discourse
of deregulation, and making insightful arguments about the multiple ways in which the
advertising industry inflects every sphere of our modern “globalised’ life, Matellart
declares that “the democratic marketplace so beloved by the heralds of this new ‘human
right of commercial free expression’ is in no way the same as the democracy of the
defenders of human rights, the rights of the citizen and of nations. Between them there
lies the immense abyss with which the new and inegalitarian rationality has bisected a
planet that is pierced by social exclusions.™’

By examining the history of the Internet in conjunction with the evolution of these
various processes - the advent of the global economy, the histories of advertising and
transnational capitalism, the evolution of the discourses of development, modernity and
democracy - it becomes easier to understand it as a site of contesting utopic and dystopic
representations. It is obvious that much of the democratic, liberatory, emancipatory
rhetoric around the Internet are as much grounded in visions of free access to information

and free interactive communication and social participation, as in the realities of a freely

interactive, commercial global marketplace. Through this, as well as from our discussion
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of the common myths and metaphors that accompanied its evolution, we see that the
growth of the Internet was neither free, nor any accident; neither an inevitable evolution
of technology, nor a revolutionary appropriation of a military weapon towards the
common good of humanity. Deconstructing such originary myth allows us to firmly
locate the Internet’s genesis and growth within a specific socio-cultural context. I argue
that within such myths, which collate notions of progress, development and democracy,
may be observed, a process through which the profit motive fundamental to capitalist
growth enforces a continual investment in the generation of advanced technology that
simultaneously results in both, a constant growth in such technology, as well as in the
rapid obsoletion of such manufactured products. In conjunction with Marxist
perspectives, [ argue further, that advertising and mass media may be regarded as
working towards bringing consumption, in this case, with such frenzied production
(articulated differently, this is the process of the “search for new markets’). And since
mass media (the Internet) is itself, in turn, dependant on such emergent (electronic)
technology, technology becomes a transformational force both within the “core’ and the
‘superstructure.’ [ would thus align myself with Leonard Acosta, who argues that the
technological element itself may be read as having absorbed and fused within it, the old
capitalist myths, only in the process, give them a new presentation.*®

This chapter establishes that any study of the Internet in the context of its ongoing
commercialization, cannot afford simplistic, technologically determined utopian or

dystopian stances, but must be undertaken through the unraveling of the complex and

*7 Matellart 218.
8 Leonardo Acosta, “Mass Media and Imperialist Ideology (Cuba 1973),” Communication and Class Struggle,
eds. Armand Matellart and Seth Siegelaub (Volume I, New York: International General, 1979) 151.
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deeply interknit ideological strands that are woven into the very fabric of cyberspace.
Having located the Internet within a territorially privileged site, it is necessary now to
identify the reconfigurations it necessitates in global power geographies. The Internet,
both in its role as a mass medium of mass communication, as well as a conduit of global
commerce, is situated among the cultural and political machineries that work to discount
entire territories that become the deprived geographies of a newly global world. We have
already seen how the basis of such silencing of territories within the assumed social
globality of cyberspace, exist within the unique founding process of the Internet itself. In
the next chapter, [ examine what these territories are. In the process, [ will also
deconstruct another myth constructed around the Internet and the newly democratic
society many claim it is ushering in, that it allows for free, equal access to information
about everything, to everybody, everywhere. [n actuality, as Sardar has pointed out,
neither is all the information in the world on the Internet—which can never be unless all
cultures that exist will themselves into virtuality, nor is even information that does exist
online, free; much of it exists in encoded form, and within the boundaries of ‘firewalls’
erected by various organizational intranets that are also part of the Internet.*® And it is
evident that access to the Internet, despite endless “free market’ rhetoric about becoming
progressively and rapidly inexpensive, remains in fact, an expensive luxury, particularly
for the large section of humanity who exist outside of the capitalist institutions of

modernity.

* Sardar in Sardar and Ravetz 14-42.
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2. Evolving Geographies

Cyberspace ... is not the new free, global democracy we presume and defend, but
an aristocracy of location and disposition, characterized, ironically, by acute
sensitivity and territorialist proclivities. ... To remember that the vast majority of
humanity, both outside and within the highly industrialized worlds, have no
knowledge whatsoever of this new platform of liberties, to speak less of access to
it, is to underline not only the esotericism of our discourses, but also to call our
attention to the challenges of forsaken geographies and silent temtones of
populations and denominations on a new margin of our own creation.'
- Olu Oguibe
As [ contend earlier, this thesis is an attempt to theorize, think through, reflect,
and meditate, on an increasingly ambiguous medium of communications. [n contrast to
the proliferating rhetoric of utopias/dystopias that prevails around the [nternet, my
project, eschewing such simplistic binaries, tries to understand this newest medium of
communication by locating it in specific physical and ideological contexts. In the last
chapter [ have tried to unravel the various historical and ideological discursive strands
that have appeared to me to be integral elements of the modern [nternet. In this chapter,
my focus is on the evolving geographies of the physical [nternet; by this [ mean an
examination of its global physical architecture, a look at the economics that define this
architecture, and finally, an overview of its structures of global governance. Such an
effort is not only key to envisioning the future trajectories of the physical Internet’s
growth; it also dramatically enhances our comprehension of the way it currently exists.
Subsequently, it allows me to explore the various reconfigurations such an existence

effects on global social, economic, and cultural power geographies. Given its twin

roles—that of a medium of mass communications, as well as a uniquely powerful conduit

! Olu Oguibe, “Forsaken Geographies: Cyberspace and the New World “Other,™
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of global commerce—I concur with critics who argue that the Internet must be seen as a
significant node in the network of politico-cultural machineries that discount entire
physical territories and populations of the world in the ways that they function. These
regions thus become the deprived geographies of cyberspace. [ propose that it is by
physically locating the Internet that we may be able to locate some of these territories,
and constituencies of peoples, that are presently un/mis-represented in cyberspace.
Through this effort, [ hope to establish that the geographies of cyberspace both
overlap with, and diverge from physical geographies. [ argue that while they differ in the
ways they are defined by different terms of references—access and control to, and over,
Internet infrastructures governed largely by the economic relevance of specific
constituencies and territories within the global economic system define virtual
geographies, while physical distances, political borders, and cultural commonalities are
what characterize physical geographies—they simultaneously overlap in that the shapes
of the networks constituting the Internet are revealed to be a remarkably accurate virtual
reflection of those capitalistic networks offline, which constitute the new global
economic system. Consequently, the first section of this chapter overviews some of the
contemporary critical efforts that have tried to locate the Internet as an integral part of the
processes of economic and cultural globalization, representing it as a convergence of
technologies that serve to consolidate the social structures and institutions of power
within a global network of local elites who exist in the financial and commercial capitals
of the new economy. [ use these insights in conjunction with my own subsequent inquiry

into the infrastructural geographies of cyberspace, to expose the fallacy of widely

hitp: //arts.usf.edu/~ooguibe/madrid.htm, accessed 9/6/1998 5:29 p.m., p.12, originally delivered at the s
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disseminated myths constructed around the Internet that would have it herald the
emergence of a newly democratized world which facilitates free, fair and equal access to
its transformational powers. Through this chapter then I hope to demonstrate how, despite
popular claims to the contrary, access to the Internet for the numerically significant newly
marginalized populations outside the spheres of overwhelming influence of the capitalist
institutions of modemnity, is far from being an inevitable function of the Internet’s
growth. Concurring with theorists like Birdsall, [ argue that the global spread of the
[nternet produces and establishes an e-capitalism, a new mutant that emerges from within
evolving capitalist processes of the commodification of all spheres of human activity.
Enabling access to those marginalized by the functionings of such an e-capitalism, [
argue, will require an activist intervention on a newly global scale.

It is important to clarify here that these theorists are obviously speaking from
within the various ideological (largely Marxist, in this case) positions that they have
adopted. Their views are doubtiess open to criticism; for instance one could take issue
here with the ways in which they unquestioningly espouse that linear vision of
development, which [ have questioned earlier in this project. The purpose of my
reference to their work here is prompted not as much by the objective of critically
analyzing the ideological complexities of their adopted positions, as much as it is to
survey, and engage with, the kinds of questions being raised, within theoretical
discussions around the Intemet, about the inequities perpetuated by the information

technology revolution. This sets the ground for my examination of the structures of the

International Cyberspace Conference, Madrid, June 1996.
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physical Internet to see if the seeds of such inequities are embedded in the very physical,

economic and financial architectures of this new medium.

L2 2 2 2 2

It is instructive, for my purposes, to briefly discuss how the ongoing processes of
globalization have impacted the emerging differential geographies of the Internet. As
we’ve already discussed at length, the Internet emerged and grew in the context of the
contemporary growth of what critics have variously referred to as ‘the new economy’ or
‘the information economy.” We have seen how the roots of the “ideology of information
technology”—the ideology of the Internet—can be traced to much the same set of
circumstances and events that constitute the roots of both the processes of modem
globalization and the emergence of the physical Internet itself.” The sixties and seventies
saw massive investments by the United States, and subsequently by the economically
revitalized nations of Europe and later, of Asia, in economic and development policies
that trumpeted the virtues of the ‘free market.” These policies focused on technological
developments, emphasizing economic productivity over social welfare in the process, and
believed that science and technology were the most effective way to achieve maximum
efficiency in all areas of public and private enterprise.’

This ideology, a converging of free market economics and information

technology, was also accelerated by the success of a new political Right in the United

2 William F. Birdsall, “The Internet and the [deology of Information Technology,”
hitp://www.isoc.org/isoc/whatis/conferences/inet/96/proccedings/e3/c3_2.htm, accessed 9/6/98 2:42 PM.
pp-1& 2.

? For an incisive elaboration of these processes, see Birdsall 2.
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States which came into power with agendas that preached less government regulation and
more privatization of existing public services—Birdsall points to the highly publicized
relationship of Newt Gingrich and Alvin Toffler as symbolic of this fusion of information
technology, economics and politics. [t was further reinforced and constantly reiterated by
various techno-prophets who exhorted a move from a ‘Second Wave’ industrial society to
a “Third Wave’ post-industrial, hi-tech, information society.* This, as [’ve already
discussed, was a vision of development that most states worldwide either adopted
voluntarily, or were made to adopt for reasons of economic survival. [n the United States,
by most accounts, these policies led to an unprecedented degree of financial support for
technological research and development by the military, the private sector as well as
within the academy. This support among other things is what led to the emergence of the
[nternet.

It is easy to observe that the new global economy that has wrought enormous
amounts of reorganization and restructuring within the global private sector, from the
sixties until now, was principally a product of the symbiotic convergence of two primary
industries: the financial industry, and the information technology industry. Manuel
Castells provides an elaborate description of the accelerated growth within these
industries in the past few decades. In the United States, Castells notes, the IT industry,
itself constituting only about 8% of the US Gross Domestic Product (GDP), accounted
for a staggering 35% of GDP growth between 1995 and 1998. Projections emerging from
the US Department of Commerce suggest that over 50% of the US labor force, by 2006,

will be employed in industries that either are global producers or enormous consumers of
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information technology products.s The principal constituents within the IT industry,
given its enormous impact on the shaping of the ways in which business itself is
conducted, are of course, the Intemet-related firms. Projections from Forrester Research
calculate that by 2003, the value of e-commerce transactions will have increased from
only $43 billion in 1998 to an astonishing $1.3 trillion. Not surprisingly, when regarded
in the light of their typically small sizes, short histories, and non-existent profits, the
Internet industry can be seen to have had highly disproportionate growth in market
capitalization value, revenues, and employment, until the recent economic slump. The
Internet industry’s growth to a combined value of over $500 billion at an annual rate of
approximately 68% in 1998-99, compares extremely favorably to the growth of other
major industries such as telecommunications ($300 billion) and the airline industry ($355
billion). Extrapolating from this kind of growth, the Internet industry would conceivably
be generating revenues exceeding $1.2 trillion in 2003. Notwithstanding the recent
economic recession, what needs to be noted is that, clearly, the rate of growth of the
[nternet industry is far superior to that of the traditionally major industries of the pre-
[nternet economy.

In defining the [nternet industry, Castells proposes a useful four-layer
classification. The first layer comprises the companies that provide Internet
infrastructure, including telecommunication companies, Internet service providers,
backbone carriers, and end-user networking equipment manufacturers, who together
posted revenues of over $40 billion in the first quarter of 1999, with the top ten

companies accounting for 44% of this revenue. The second layer includes companies

* For one such gripping account, see Alvin Toffler, The Third Wave, (New York: Bantam Books, 1981).
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manufacturing Internet-infrastructure applications including software and services that
range from online business consulting to website development and maintenance. In the
first quarter of 1999, this layer, growing at a rate of 61%, generated revenues exceeding
$20 billion and again, the top ten companies in this layer accounted for the majority of its
entire revenue - approximately 43%. The third layer, consisting of what Castells
describes as “a new kind of company”—companies that generate revenue not directly
from business transactions, but from advertising, membership fees, and commissions in
exchange for free online services—include some of the best-branded media companies,
brokerage firms, resellers, portals, and other intermediaries in the Internet economy, such

as Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com), E-Bay (www.ebay.com), and E*Trade (Www .ctrade.com).

[n the same period of time, this layer generated $14 billion and was growing at a rapid
52%. This was a less concentrated layer, interestingly, with the top ten firms representing
only 25% of the total revenue. The fourth and last layer of the Internet industry, in
Castells’ formulation, are the e-commerce companies such as the online bookseller
Amazon.com (www.amazon.com), E-Toys (www.etoys.com), Dell-Direct World

(www.dell.com), and TheStreet.com (www.thestreet.com). Growing at a phenomenal

127%, this layer posted first quarter revenues of $37.5 billion in 1999, with the greatest
proportion of revenue being accounted for by computer companies. It is this fourth layer,
Castells suggests, which uses the Internet more directly than the companies of the other
three layers to promote and distribute physical goods through the Intemet, that is the
future of the Intemet industry. A crucial insight that emerges from the picture provided

by Castells, is that almost 80% of total Internet industry revenues come from companies
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that either provide the physical Internet infrastructural material, or from companies that
use the Internet to promote the consumption of physical goods. While the [ntemet-led [T
economy can be seen as the current core of the US economy, it is apparent that this
economy deals as much with material goods as it did before the advent of this new
medium of communication and commerce. [nformation in this economy clearly exists
primarily to facilitate the production, distribution, and consumption of such goods. Thus
while the Internet economy may be an information-based economy, it is obviously as
much predicated in the economics of the physical production, distribution, and
consumption of goods as any earlier economy.

This emerges clearly in the concurrent evolution of the contemporary, global
financial industry. Castells, like other theorists I have discussed above, describes how the
financial industry leveraged the freedoms provided by both the adoption—voluntary or
forced—of policies of economic deregularization by most national economies, as well as
technological advances such as the birth of the Internet, to fundamentally reinvent itself,
both technologically and organizationally. On the one hand, global mergers consolidated
the industry into a few global financial groups who could now provide a complete
spectrum of integrated financial services worldwide. On the other, technological
advances helped transform the very ways in which financial transactions were conducted.
E-networks like the Internet revolutionized financial transactions between firms,
investors, sellers, buyers, and the stock exchanges themselves, while new ever-more-
powerful computers enabled the sophisticated real-time designing, tracking, and

forecasting of increasingly complex financial products. Information technologies and the

3 Castells 148-49. [ draw upon Castells for the statistics [ cite in this section of my project.
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Internet in particular, constituting what Castells calls “the technologies of transmission,”
have proved to be extremely significant in the globalization of the financial industry in
the ways they have reduced the costs of financial transactions by almost 50%. Castells
describes how such a reduction has worked to both reduce the costs of attracting
significantly larger numbers of individual investors, as well as to allow the growth of new
investment opportunities for millions of individual investors. These processes lead to a
massive increase in the amounts of money being traded by not only attracting more
investors who invest their savings in search of higher returns on them, but also increasing
the rate of turnover of this capital. In such an environment, information online becomes a
key factor influencing financial volatility. This is the information that individual
investors, for example, depend on to make investment decisions. Again, what becomes
clear is that within the ‘new’ economy, of which the global financial markets are a
founding feature, information (or disinformation) is key; but only information, however,
that relates directly or indirectly to the profit motive.

Castells goes on to argue that the IT industry, evolving primarily around an
Internet which emerges as a core source of mobilizing both new technologies as well as
politico-economic strategies for the whole economy, facilitates a network-based process
of globalization, while the financial industry fuels an electronically connected, globaily
impacting, financial market, which becomes the ultimate arbiter of value in this new
economy. Thus “the new economy is certainly, for the time being, a capitalist economy.
Indeed, for the first time in its history, the whole planet is capitalist or dependant on its

connection to global capitalist networks” even if “this is a new brand of capitalism,
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technologically, organizationally, and institutionally distinct from both classical (laissez-
faire) capitalism and Keynesian capitalism.™

Given these insights, [ would argue that the Internet must be seen as technology
enabling the propagation and consolidation of a newly mutant global evolution of the
capitalist logic of commodification, which can be referred to as e-capitalism. This is a
proposition similar to ones that have appeared in much recent critical literature. Birdsall,
whose work [ have referred to earlier, argues that “the ideology of information
technology is a set of values and propositions that represents an inherent extension of
capitalism’s drive to commodify all spheres of economic and cultural life. This ideology
links the adoption of information technology with free market values and the
commodification of information.” Birdsall argues that far from representing any radical
break from the traditional industrial economic and political culture, informational
technology in fact reinforces and consolidates its dominant feature—the commodification
of products and services. By facilitating the privatization of public services wherein the
ability to pay determines the availability of such services, information technology
transforms the balance between the economy and the State. Birdsall’s biggest concem is
with what he sees as such an ideology’s tendency to permeate all spheres of social and
cultural life with the values of the marketplace.

Similarly, Roberto Verzola, examining the political economy of information,
argues, “what we are witnessing is the emergence of a new type of colonial relation that

can exist between an agricultural economy and an information economy, where the

former becomes the source of cheap raw materials and a market for highly profitable

§ Castells 160-161.
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information goods. Indeed, this new type of colonial relationship can even exist between
an information economy and an industrial economy, where the industrial economy
becomes a market for expensive information products and a source of relatively cheaper
and lower margin industrial products. ...the special role that the Internet will play in this
scheme is as the global infrastructure for the distribution of the information goods, which
advanced information economies will be selling to the rest of the world.”® Verzola
illustrates his point with an interesting example:

Consider the following typical products: sugar, television set, software. Consider

the products to be worth $300 each; and are therefore tradable with each other. At

1S cents a pound, an agricultural country needs 2000 pounds of sugar to earn
$300. An industrial economy needs to produce one color TV to earn the same
$300. An information economy, on the other hand, has to sell one copy of a $300
program like WordPerfect® to earn the $300. [n short, an information economy
like the US can come to the Philippines and trade one copy of its WordPerfect for
our 2000 pounds of sugar, or for one of Taiwan’s color TV sets. Yet how long
does it take to produce 2000 pounds of sugar, compared to another copy of

WordPerfect? How many Filipinos have to work, how many days, to produce

value that is equated to a product which can be copied by one person in a few

minutes?’

What this example suggests is that new information technologies like the Internet
become critically important in spurring a process of modern economic globalization
wherein information economies can charge end users for their access to informational
goods. A fundamental dynamic of any new global information economy, it would appear,
are the insidious strategies of creating artificial scarcity of, and enhancing demand for

such information goods, whereby huge profits are accumulated by key players in the

information industry. These players, who constitute the capital-generating core of the

7 Birdsall 1.
¥ Roberto Verzola, “Towards a Political Economy of Information,”
httpz//www solinet.org/THIRDWORIL Dfobet1.htm, accessed on 9/6/98 2:41 PM, p.5.




dominant economies in this global network, not only impose, and charge for, the
distributional infrastructure for the transfer of such commodified information, but also
impose, via the institutions of global trade such as GATT, monopoly rights on such
information. In this, they are backed by a deeply complicit State, through the state-
supported endorsement of intellectual property rights and patent ownership, which
prevent the copying or sharing of this information.

Likewise, Arun Kundnani argues that developments in information technology
have ushered in a new era of capitalism, one aspect of which is the emergent processes of
globalization. Information technology, he suggests, allows the emergence of a new
globalised market, and also considerably enhances the importance of information goods
in this market. As the information goods industry become among the most profitable
segments of the global economy, firms in other sectors like manufacturing, begin to
become increasingly dependant on them for the production of information, knowledge
and symbols; moreover, they are also forced to be perpetually innovative technologically,
to stay competitive. Kundnani is highly critical of arguments (such as Daniel Bell’s
conception of a post-industrial society, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s proposal of a post
modem culture, or Peter Drucker’s suggestion of a post-capitalist world) that articulate
the information economy as representing a historical break with industrialism, capitalism
or moderity. On the contrary, he argues that these represent the failure to recognize that
the defining elements of a technologically reinvented world are still capitalism, class

society and imperialism.'® As Kundnani observes,

? Verzola 4.

10 Arun Kundnani, “Where Do You Want to go Today?: The Rise of Information Capital — Part L” Institute
of Race Relations, http://www.homebeats.co.uk/resources/arun.htm, accessed on 10/5/00 10:22 AM, p4



67

Across most of the world, new economic activities have not replaced those of the
industrial, or even the pre-industrial age. Most areas of the world are still
struggling to industrialize, and around half the world’s population live in rural
areas, still tied to their land base, and often enough, to poverty. But the paradigm
of information capitalism as it emerges out of the most developed centers of the
world economy has a transformative effect on the entire world. The relationship
between the wealthy and the poor is changing from one of exploitation to
indifference. The role of the nation state is changing from that of mediator
between the nation’s labor and capital to establishing the right infrastructure for
foreign investment.'"

Kundnani’s insights are extremely useful in comprehending the relational power
locations between the various nodes—nation states and local economies—within the
Internet-driven global economic network. The principal desire shaping the flows of
capital between its nodes is clearly that of being relevant within such a network. While
the peripheral nodes are never the principal destinations of the product of global capital,
it is essential they remain connected for capital to flow in preordained ways—towards the
dominant modes. The network’s economic logic of irrelevancy ensures that they do
precisely this, to themselves survive, as functioning local economies.

Yet another view on the negative impact of the information technology revolution
is that of A. Sivanandan’s who argues that “the technological revolution has given virtual
primacy to information as the chief economic resource, freeing capital from the
exigencies of labor and allowing it to roam all over the giobe (in terms of production,
trade, investment, currency speculation) on the back of free-market economics and neo-

liberal ideology, with the State as its instrument and democracy its price.”‘2 Of particular

concern to Sivanandan is that the information technology revolution has meant that

't Kundnani 2.

12 A_ Sivanandan, “Globalism and the Left,” Institute of Race Relations,
http=//www.homebeats.co.uk/resources/siva/htm, accessed 10/5/00 10:31 AM, p. 3.
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capital is no longer dependant on labor “in the same way as before, to the same extent as
before, in the same quantities as before, and in the same place as before,” for now, “its
assembly lines are global, its plant is movable, its workforce is flexible. It can produce ad
hoc, just-in-time, and custom-build mass production, without stock piling or wastage,
laying off labor as and when it pleases. And instead of importing cheap labor, it can move
to the labor pools of the Third World where labor is captive and plentiful.”*? For
Sivanandan this loss of labor’s economic and political influence further facilitates
technological innovations as well other processes of globalization, and the three facts
continually feed off of each other in a closed circuit. He points out that these processes
especially impact those nation states that were “bom of disorganic colonial capitalism”
and “have never been able to call their nations their own, except for brief periods
following independence and/or bouts of revolutionary activity.”'* While these nations
had a choice for a while, between state and market capitalism, they are now coerced to
become active participants in globalization with most of their state or civic structures
altered to provide for the play of global capital.

[ propose that such debates as those outlined above, serve as an illuminating
background as I go on to trace the physical contours of cyberspace in the next section of
this chapter. They work to remind us that the Internet, even if it cannot be simplistically
characterized as just another technology that deepens existing inequality in the

experiential realities of, and power equations between, the West and the rest of the world,

B Sivanandan 2-3.

" Sivanandan 6.
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is at the very least, one that exists and evolves within radically new orbits of authority
and imagination.

L2 2 2 2 2

Architecture

Given the facts of its genesis in the United States, US monopoly over Internet
infrastructure and content, the voracious demand of its corporate clients (both MNCs and
TNCs as well as domestic companies), as well as the artificially high price of cross-
border capacity outside the US, it is not surprising that within any map of the Internet, the
US, until 1999, was the unilateral center of the world."> As the Internet gained popularity
within the US academy, non-US research institutions began to lease their own
international circuits to get ‘wired.” The first research institution to link to the Internet
across international borders was the University College London (www.ucl.ac.uk), in
1973. The networks that grew after this event continued to lease bandwidth to the US
[nternet in order to traffic information with both US and non-US networks wherever they
were created. A good analogy is that of the airlines industry within which it is both
economically practical and necessary to direct flights through ‘hub’ cities. The US
became the hub for networks everywhere and this in turn, stimulated further growth—as
bandwidth to the hub increases, the economies of scale ensures that this hub becomes a
key destination for the convergence of still more bandwidth, which leads to the flow of

mote traffic and so on. This inevitable process of growth, meanwhile, is also being

5 Most of the figures and statistics in this section come from TeleGeography Inc.’s Hubs and Spokes. [ owe
a huge debt of gratitude to Stephan Beckert for very generously sending me a free copy of the company’s
publication in response to my email request.
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constantly reinforced by other factors. For instance, the US currently accounts for almost
half of the world’s Internet users, while two-thirds of the Internet’s hosts and much of the
most frequently accessed content online remains within the Us.'e

The flow of traffic on the Internet follows an identical path. Over half of Europe’s
Internet traffic and almost seventy percent of that of Asia’s flowed through the US in
1998. Figure 4 allows for a useful view of traffic flow on the [nternet using a network
utility program called “tracer routes”.!” Used to trace the end-to-end path taken by a
given data-package online, this example traces packets transmitted from Hong Kong to
Japan via the Silicon Valley, and similarly from London to Rome via New York. In an
ideal virtual environment where bandwidth is equally available and cables are of equal
capacity, the distances involved in cyberspace are equal to physical distances in the sense
that it would take less time (and be more efficient) for a package to flow directly from
Hong Kong to Japan. It is important to realize that the current flows of traffic online are
US-centric precisely because the physical infrastructure of the [nternet is US-centric.'®
Thus virtual geography differs from physical geography in that it is frequently distance-
insensitive.'? Theoretically, the future of the Internet would see a truly distributed, global
[nternet wherein regional “hubbing’ would be a regular feature. If the historical evidence
presented by the levels of saturation achieved by earlier technologies such as the
television and the telephone are anything to judge by however, real world geography and

that of a commerce-driven [nternet will never be equivalent. It is instead probable that the

16 See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 15-16.
'7 See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 18-19.

18 See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 9-10.
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Figure 4. Internet Traceroute Maps, July 1998 (continued)
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Figure 1. National Internet Connectivity, 1998
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Figure 2. Regional Internet Connectivity, 1999
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architecture of the Internet will achieve a certain stability within which the digital “Third
World’ will remain frozen in a game of eternal catch-up with the digital ‘First World.’
There is a recognizably self-sustaining industry dynamic that has accounted for
the US-centric architecture of the Intemet, as we have already seen. The commercial
[nternet was primarily built atop the excess bandwidth available on existent international
cables. Owned by major telecommunication carriers, most of whom were US based
MNCs, the ability to lease capacity to Internet providers meant extra profits for these
MNCs, since these cables were intended to be filled only over a decade or more given
that the annual voice traffic growth rate fluctuated between a mere thirteen and fifteen
percent. The low costs of leasing this available bandwidth from these US carriers
generated increased clientele and profits for them. This increase, in combination with
their already huge sizes and revenues, made it easier for these companies to build new
cable capacity at a pace much faster than that of non-US carriers. This in turn, in the
insidious closed circuit of a self-sustaining network of events and consequences that we
have encountered earlier, meant more capacity for these companies to sell, at more
competitive rates—which then led to more business, especially from off-shore [nternet
Service Providers (ISPs) who typically operated on much slimmer profit margins, and so
on. Other factors too, continued to reinforce such a dynamic. One example of such a
factor is the practices surrounding the Domain Name System (DNS) fundamental to the
Internet. Every computer connected to the Internet is assigned a unique IP (Internet
Protocol) number. These numbers, which correspond to every domain name, form the

Internet’s addressing system (when [ need to access www.yahoo.com , for example, my

19 See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 20.
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Figure 5. On the Net, Bandwidth Determines Distance
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computer must first send a query to the DNS to match the domain name Yahoo to its
unique [P address). Presently, only three of the thirteen servers on which this DNS
database is stored exist outside the United States—in Tokyo, London, and Stockholm.*®
This means that the majority of DNS traffic, which forms a not-so-insignificant portion of
total traffic online flows to the United States.

Since 1999, however, it has been observed that this US centered shape of the
[nternet has been gradually diffusing. Western and central Europe (in part, one might
speculate, because of the freshly porous trading borders of the newly created European
Union) is beginning to share center stage with the United States. However, it is crucial to
note that this is also a change driven by European muitinational telecommunications
giants such as Nokia (www.nokia.com), who have been building up global cable capacity
at a frantic pace. There is little to suggest here, [ would argue, that the future of the
Internet’s architecture will be anything other than a virtual mirror of the networking
patterns of the global economy structured around global financial and commercial hubs,
wherein a cluster of interconnected cities within the “developed’ world will constitute the
Internet’s core. This argument is further reinforced in the next section of my chapter
where [ examine the economics in, around, and surrounding the emergence of the

physical Intemet.

Finance
To understand the economics of the physical Internet is to understand the

economics of the global market for [nternet access, for the physical networks that form

® See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc., fig 10.
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Figure 10. The U.S. Controls the Internet’s Directory System

The Intemet’s address books—the electronic directories and number-
ing systems—are still based in the U.S. Amid growing dissent, since
1996 the Internet community has looked at ways to change this,
chiefly by creating an international bottom-up, private sector body.

The body created to fill that role is the Internet Corporation for
Assigned Names and Numbers, or ICANN. and the process of its cre-
ation—and ongoing activities—have been hotly debated from the

start. Many nations have come (o recognize that names and nu:
bers can be exercised as a central control point in the digital ecor
my, and therefore seek positions of influence in the new ent
Likewise, large net-savvy companies understand that access to

numbering affects the magnitude and type of services they can ot
downstream, and jockey accordingly. See the Govemance section
this Primer for further details on the Intemet’s new govemance.

D | Grganization Status City Country
A | Network Salutions Inc. Private Herndon, VA us.

8 | Information Sciences institute (USC) Academic Marina del Rey,CA | US.

C | PSINet, Inc. Private Troy, NY us.

D | University of Maryland Computer Science Center Academic College Park, MD us.

E | NASA Ames Research Center Government Moffett Field, CA us.

£ | Internet Software Consortum Private Palo Altg, CA u.s.

G | Depanment of Defense Network Information Center Military Vienna, VA ¢ u.s.

H | Army Research Laboratory Military Aberdeen, MD ° us.

i Royal Institute of Technology (NORDUnet) Academic Stockholm Sweden
J | Information Sciences Institute (USC) Academic Marnna del Rey, CA | U.S.

K | European Network Coordination Center (RIPE NCC) Non-profit London UK.

L | Network Solutions Inc. Private Herndon, VA uK

M | University of Keio (WIDE project) Academic Keia Japan
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the Internet are but leased circuits from telephone carriers through which data traffic
flows. The global market for Internet access had grown to over $100 billion in 2000.2
While the generic term Internet Service Provider (ISP) is widely used to describe all the
different types of firms within such an industry, it is useful for my purposes, here, to

adopt a breakdown of this industry provided by TeleGeography Inc.

(www.telegeography.com), who categorize ISPs as four kinds—this will allow me to
distinguish for instance, between the large International [SPs (IISPs) with their well

established global infrastructures (such as MCI WorldCom, www.mci.com, or PSINet,

www.psinet.com), and local providers who typically lease lines from these [ISPs and
bundle content along with the access services they provide (such as Easy Net,
www.casynet.co.uk, and Demon, www.demon.net). Such a differentiation further allows
us to be aware that different types of end customers form the major markets of different
ISPs, which makes a difference in the economics of their existence. The end customer of
an ISP may either be an individual user who primarily requests content, or a content
provider who must then pay to export data, or alternatively may be some other kind of
data carrier entirely. The Internet cost-recovery mechanism, it is important to observe,
differs from the model on which the telecom industry is based. Compensation, in this
case, is required both for the transportation of content as well as for the kind of content
being transported.

Four types of ISPs, then, may be observed as comprising the Internet access
industry:

1. These are firms that focus on providing website hosting services. A rapidly growing

! TeleGeography [nc. 29.
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segment within the industry, these companies, such as Exodus (www.exodus.net), are

characterized by the fact that their traffic flow is largely in one direction given that the
flood of audio, video, image and text data flowing from these [SPs to the end user is
much greater than the miniscule amount of data flow towards them in the form of end-
user requests for web pages. These content hosting providers at present exist in a
conflictual economic relationship with the large, backbone ISPs whose national and
international infrastructures they need for their own traffic. These content hosts argue that
since their end customer is already paying for the use of this infrastructure in the form of
subscriptions to [nternet access in the first place, for them to make another payment for
the use of this very same infrastructure constitutes a “double payment.” The large [ISPs
and ISPs contend on the other hand, that being forced to transport the data heavy traffic
of these content providers on their own networks even if it is to their own end customers,
warrants additional compensation, for they wouldn’t need to build such investment-heavy
infrastructure in the first place, if such content providers would invest in their own
networks. Consequently, these large [SPs currently carry content provider traffic only for
a price, although this price is highly negotiable, depending on the perceived “value’ that
these content providers offer their end customers.

It is interesting to note that such content providers are also referred to sometimes
as ‘server farms’, for they typically tend to exist in the form of large numbers of air
conditioned warehouses housing nothing but rows upon rows of blinking servers on
which their content is stored. Anti-globalization critics have frequently commented on the
exploitative nature of such ‘farms’, which, requiring little infrastructure, tend to exist in

areas where land is cheap—Ilargely ‘under developed regions’ that are located in close
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proximity to the physical borders of the core regions within the Internet’s architecture,
such as Mexico.

2. These are firms that may be collectively referred to as ‘downstream’ [SPs. These
firms are Internet providers who buy most of their international connectivity from global
telecommunication companies. These ISPs then provide connectivity to other ISPs, which
are smaller than them, to large domestic corporate customers, as well as to individual end
users. Typically, while approximately ten to thirteen percent of company costs for such
firms come from customer service expenses, over thirty percent is from purchasing
connectivity from the bigger ISPs. Their access to such connectivity itself varies
according to their physical location as well as by the amount of data that flows through
them. The economic model of interaction between these ISPs and the larger ones can
once again be illuminated with a reference to the airlines industry and its frequently
employed practice of ‘overbooking.” These ISPs usually tend to lease a line from the
larger ISPs with a great deal of additional capacity than is actually used at any given
point of time, but pay a price which more accurately reflects actual usage. This ensures
that should their traffic increase at any time, the leased line can still manage the
additional load. The assumption, of course, is that all of their customers will not generate
significantly increased loads at the same time, in which event the entire network would
crawl to a halt. To understand the economics governing downstream I[SPs, it may be
helpful, at this juncture, to refer to an example. In late 1998, a downstream ISP in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, was able to lease a 45 Mbps (Mega bytes per second) line
from a bigger ISP for $2500 a month. This was, however, only the price paid for the

usage of infrastructure required to reach up to the node of an ‘upstream’ backbone ISP.
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To further connect to this backbone—which would allow the further global flow of their
traffic online—the Cambridge-based ISP needed to pay a further $30,000 per month. If
this appears expensive, the plight of downstream ISPs outside the United States is still
worse, for they are required additionally, to lease an international private line to connect
directly to the Internet’s core at an extremely prohibitive cost. For instance, in 1998,
trans-Pacific circuits cost as much as $60,000 to $80,000 per month for a 45 Mbps line.”
3. These are the firms known as online service providers, who generate revenues not by
reselling access or connectivity, but by providing individual end customers with a
combination of Internet access and easy-to-use specialized software content, interfaces,
and other services. Besides end-user subscriptions, these firms generate further revenues
from advertising and e-commerce activity. A famous example is America Online (AOL),
www.aol.com, which either collects a flat monthly rate from the end customer for
unlimited service, or charges additional fees after the end user exceeds a predetermined
level of usage. AOL’s maximum revenue comes, not from subscription charges but from
the trading of ‘eyeballs’ and ‘mouse-clicks,’ i.e., from delivering their customer base to
the advertising industry. These online service providers are typically customers of both
downstream [SPs as well as ‘upstream,” backbone ISPs (who will, depending on their
size, location, and reach, also manage the entire infrastructural requirements of these
online service providers). Most of AOL’s networks needs, for example, are met and

managed by an MCI WorldCom subsidiary, UUNet (www L.worldcom.com/uunet).

4. These are firms that may be described as ‘backbone’ [SPs. By providing connectivity

2 Cited in TeleGeography Inc. 29.
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to the Internet and/or by owning and managing the physical network infrastructure on
which the Internet exists, these companies are those on which every other ISP, of every
type, depend on. While many of the backbone ISPs themselves exist as specialists for
specific market segments (which means that these ISPs may find themselves frequently in
the role of ‘downstream’ ISPs as they work out arrangements with other backbone ISPs
to extend their global reach), at the very top of the hierarchy are a handful of backbone
ISPs, who are never ‘downstream’ from other ISPs. These ISPs are also referred to as
[ISPs, because of their global presence.”

Thus, in the context of a global economy of Internet access, downstream ISPs,
whether in Asia, Europe, or anywhere else, depend on an upstream, backbone ISP,
inevitably a global telecom corporation, for Internet access. Additionally, a backbone ISP
in any such region becomes a downstream ISP when they arrive in the US, needing to
negotiate arrangements for connectivity with the huge US backbone ISPs. A backbone
[SP outside the US can theoreticaily acquire its own US network, but existing monopolies
as well as the inequality in the sizes and revenues of these [SPs in comparison to the US
ISPs make such a possibility an impractical business proposition.

Such an economic structure of the Internet, it must be observed, is one that
emerged after its privatization, which, as ['ve already discussed, occurred in 1992. Priot
to this, when being funded by the US Department of Defense, [SPs were, for the most
part, equal in size, revenues, and reach, and largely swapped traffic freely across each
other’s networks. This process, in industry parlance, is known as ‘peering’. The

commercial globalization of the Internet that saw the massive investments in building

= See appendix 1 for an overview and list of global ISPs. TeleGeography Inc. 62, 66-72.
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global internet infrastructure—all of which costs needed to be subsequently recovered—
is what has led to the Internet’s contemporary financial architecture. At present, there are
only isolated contexts where peering is a regular feature—between the smallest local ISPs
who will freely swap traffic with each other at local exchange points, and between the
few biggest backbone ISPs, who will frequently peer among themselves.”*

What emerges from this overview of the economics of Internet access is the
understanding that the cost of access is fundamentally inflected upon by the processes of
contemporary globalization. Access requires global networks, and these networks are
presently owned by the backbone ISPs—the global telecommunications giants. The
privatization of the [nternet has meant that control over access to it depends on a small
handful of such global companies, or on global networks of such companies. As [’ve
already lain out, this has primarily been a result of the global emphasis on the
deregulation, in this case, of the Intemet. Clearly, if Internet infrastructure were to be
reclassified as a public telecommunications system by nation states, and the US in
particular, it would at least ensure that the operators of Internet backbones be required to
provide fair, non-discriminatory terms to smaller ISPs needing to buy connectivity. At
present, it is inevitable that the high costs of Internet access percolate downwards through
the existing financial structure, until it reaches the individual end user. The
prohibitiveness of access cost is further rendered uneven based on geographical location.
For instance, unlike Americans, Australians, Canadians, Mexicans and New Zealanders,
most of the world’s dial-up users not only pay for an ISP connection but also

additionally, for every minute of telephone time they use while accessing the Intemnet.

% See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 27-28



Figure 1. A Primer on Peering

Peering is to the Intemet what interconnection is to the telecoms
world—the way in which different networks exchange their cus-
tomers’ traffic. That's important: if ISPs don't exchange traffic.
then the customer of one ISP can’t reach the customer of anoth-
er.

Over the past few years. a handful of the biggest Internet serv-
ice providers have refused to interconnect for free with other
ISPs. Instead, they demand that smaller ISPs pay a fee to com-
pensate for the bandwidth resources larger ISPs must expend to
carry the smaller providers’ traffic. Smaller ISPs claim this is dis-
ciminatory. And some reguiators have shown willingness to
- intervene to assure a more competitive market. Australia is a
case in point: in May 1998, the Australia Competition and
Consumer Commission (ACCC) issued—though later revoked—a
competition notice compelling Telstra to peer with neighboring
ISPs. And in the fail of 1998, the U.S. federal Communications
Commission (FCC) solicited public comment on the issue (see
www.fcc.gov/ccb/706), though ultimately took no acton.

When the Intemet first developed, networks were generally the
same size and the waffic flow roughly equal—hence all were
“peers.” It thus made economic sense to swap traffic freely. Even
if there was a slight imbalance, it was less expensive to set up a
free deal than to meter and to charge, because both parties ben-
efitted by being able to reach more users.

But as the Net became commercial, the size of networks began
to differ enormoausly. As a result, large networks such as UUNet
and Sprint began to change the rules.

Both small and large ISPs have a point. Large ISPs are not fair-
ly compensated, even if the amount of traffic exchanged is equal,
because the larger ISP is inherenty forced to carry traffic a longer
way over its network than the smaller ISP. This is because most
[SPs use “shortest exit routing,” whereby traffic is handed off at
the earliest possible network juncture. A larger network has more
netwark interconnection points, and so is constandy in the unen-
viable position of having to accept others’ traffic and to camry it
farther.

On the other hand, 1arge ISPs do not publicly state their peering
criteria, and insist that all arrangements be shrouded under non-
disclosure agreements. The lack of transparency and abjective
yardsticks may put smaller ISPs at a disadvantage. Small ISPs or
start-up companies today have little controt of their costs. nor
can they gauge the direction of market costs unless fair and non-~
discriminatory peering criteria exist.

Intemationally, interconnection takes on a different hue. ISPs
outsiae the U.S. are not considered peers by major U.S. ISPs. In
addition. foreign ISPs must pay the full cost for transoceanic Gir-
cuits required to connect to U.S. backbones. Off-shore ISPs thus
claim they effectively subsicize U.S. intemet users. Due to
-shortest exit routing,” the foreign ISP carries the traffic to the
U.S. and carries it back to the in-house region. In the U.S., the
long-haul cost is shared by different ISPs, since one is able to
carry traffic from one exchange point to another before handing
it off to the second ISP.

Discrimination Against Foreign ISPs?

The discrimination alleged by off-shore ISPs has sparked inter-
govemmental controversy. The Asia Pacific Economic
Cooperation forum 1n May 1998 agreed to study the matter, over
the objections of AT&T. The Internationa! Telecommunication
Union (ITU-T) Study Group 3 also examined the issue. And an
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) report in May 1998 stated “the question of cost alloca-
tion is a valid one if the current arrangements are not equitabie
in terms of use made of infrastructure relative to finandal contri-
bution.”

At an OECD Internet warkshop in Osaka, Japan in June 1998,
John Hibbard, managing director of Australian carrier Telsua’s
global wholesale business, presented the views of non-US.-
pased ISPs: “U.S. demand has inceased such that in the case of
Telstra, approximately 70 percent of the usage of the link is driv-
en by Australian users and 30 percent by U.S. users. Yet Teistra,
at the Australian end of the [ink, pays 100 percent of the cost.... :
Our action plan is to promate global awareness, &y to negotiate |
better solutions with U.S. operators and if that fails, resort to
other tactics.... One avenue is © involve the World Trade
Organization (WTO] because what is happening will stunt the
intemet. and hence restrict the potential for electronic com-
merce.”

The U.S. private sector, meanwhile, cleverly seeks to capitalize on
these disputes. Some comparnies, like InterNAP and Savvis, are
trying to develop a model for metering and billing for intercon-
nection waffic. to move the matter from barter to contract. That
would bring a degree of certainty the marketpiace.

And new Net developments. like quality of service assurances.
may make much of the controversy moot. To honor service level
guarantees between networks. ISPs will need common metrics to
meter premium-priced traffic and to charge a setdement fee for
handling it. Until then, however, tegulatmsarelikelymkeep an
eye on the Intemet’s commerdal structure. Maral for the indus~
try: be fair, or be regulated.
© TeleGeography, tnc_ 2000




Figure 2. Exchanging Traffic

How does peering happen in practice? With a lot of uncertain-
ty—what Teistra engineer Geoff Huston has famously described
as two networks blinking at each other in the dark: “every cus-
tomer wants to be your peer, and every peer wants to be your
provider.” To other {SPs in its range or smaller, an ISP wants to
appear big enough to command payment for exchanging wraffic;
to the larger of its counterparts, that same ISP want to appear so
big that the counterpart is willing to exchange traffic without
demanding payment.

As Huston argues, this means that acquiring other providers has
two advantages, one technical—retention of more traffic within
one’s own network—and the other cosmetic. appearing to com-
petitors to be large and therefore commanding their respect, and
favorable traffic exchange arrangements.

So consolidation continues apace. Indeed, that’s one of the ways
ISPs are dealing with peering amangements: buy up potential
traffic partners. There are four other arrangements. Two are
straightforward: under the classic Sender Keeps All (SKA], some
form of perceived parity leads everyone to agree it's easier to
neither count nor charge for traffic exchange. And under unilat-
eral settiement (supplier-dient]—sometimes referred to as “tran-
sit” for short—the downstream customer simply pays the
upstream provider to carry its traffic.

The other two models are somewhat less simple. Under bilater-
al settlement, two providers agree on a price, measure the
imbalance in traffic exchanged, and make sure the difference is
accounted and paid for. Under multlateral settlement, several
providers construct shared facilities, like an Internet exchange
point. and share the costs invoilved. That makes multilateral set-
tlement hard to follow: inevitably, it needs to be combined with
other traffic exchange arrangements, ranging from a simple SKA
among all providers present at the exchange, or—what is more
common—a mare complicated set of bilateral relationships.

Which of these four models is chosen in which circumstances has
much ta do with the blinking in the dark indicated above. But it
also depends on the criteria which ISPs use to size each other up,
including domestic and intemnational capacity, network quality,
content and customer base, and routing and interconnect topol-
ogy.

An Australian Competition & Consumer Commission summary
(www_accc_gov.auftelcofinfo_pap/zipint.htmi] points out that
many of these criteria are measurable: ISPs can count each
ather’s traffic fiow at the point where they interface; they can
lock at the other ISPs share of the routing table, number of net-
works [Autonomous Systems} hosted: and so forth.

But that can be difficult. An altemative is demonstrated by
Australian provider Connect.com.au (AAPT/Telecom New
Zealand]). Connect.com’s Peering Settlement Policy is novel
because it proposes a clear mechanism directly on its Web site
{irfo.connect.com.au/docs/settiement/peenng.htmi): “Intemet
raffic has different values depending on where it originates from
and where it is being sent to. This peering settlement mode! con-
siders this by allocating points to an organization according to
the number of locations in which the organization has Points of
Presence and whether those locations are capital cities.® The
model has five steps:

“{1) The points for the peer's POPs are added up.

{2) The points for Connect and the peer are factored down so
that the largest becomes 1 and the smailest some fraction of
one;

(3] The party with the smallest number of points then muiti-
plies the traffic they sent to the other by this fraction, to give
an adjusted traffic volume;

[&) If there is less than 20% (of the larger number) difference
in the adjusted volumes then settlement for the traffic will be
waived. Otherwise the smailest volume is then subtracted
from the largest volume; this is the traffic that requires settie-
ment:

(5) The required settiement becomes the difference muitiplied
by an agreed rate (normaily Connect’s standard domestic rate
of 12 cents per Megabyte will apply, where a MB is defined as
1.000,000 bytes.}”

The key word is transparency. or fack thereof. The types of traf-
fic exchange arrangements described here are intensely private,
their conditions and rules subject to proprierary negotiation. For
service providers who want to get a handle on their end-to-end
traffic, that translates into uncertainty and a lack of performance
guarantees. Case in point: a much-read Data Communications
report attempted to coflect data on the situation. The piece was
roundiy—and rightly—praised as one of the first independent
attempts to show the interconnection topology of major US.
backbone providers {(www.data.com/issue/99 1007/
peering.htmi]. Yet the same report was 3lso acknowledged to
have missed the bulk of significant ISP interconnections: “We
implement private peering/interconnection from [our main net-
woark] with more than a dozen backbone providers. This study
identified two,” noted the Chief Technology Officer of a large
backbone operatar. The mechanics of peering and transit settie-
ments are understood, in aother words, but what happens when
and between whom remains a highly secretive propaosition.

© TeleGeungraphy. inc. 2000
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Such inequalities too can be directly ascribed to the economics of the existing global
telecommunications landscape.

In the context of my project, it is useful to note that given the prevailing dynamics
of the cost of Internet access, the only market alternative to offer zero-cost access is that
of the ‘free ISP model.’” These have accounted for the emergence of a new breed of ISPs
who offer ‘free’ access where the only cost for the end user is possibly the per-minute
phone time, wherever it is required. These companies, such as U.K’s Free Serve,

www.freeserve.com, generate revenue primarily via e-commerce transactions, including

the pre-arranged directing of users to specific portals for a fee from these portals, selling
products and services directly to users, and by selling their user bases to the advertising
industry. Such ISPs depend on economies of scale—their survival is depends on
collecting ever-increasing numbers of ‘eye-balls’ for e-commerce activity for they need
to generate enough revenue with such activity to cover both the cost of buying
connectivity as well as the costs of providing minimum start-up and maintenance costs to
their customers. These companies then tend to locate themselves in highly populated
regions.

Such an understanding of the economics that the Internet is predicated upon
makes it clear that access to the network and to its emancipatory qualities remains highly
uneven, while the economic logic of its future growth is by no means oriented towards
the ironing out of such unevenness. My analysis of the administrative institutions
governing the Internet in the next section of this chapter, make it clear that this basic
inequality in its make-up is further exacerbated by the highly uneven governing policies

and practices that define the Internet’s present existence and that will determine its future.
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Governance

As a network of internetworking there are two critical elements that have to be
managed and coordinated for the Internet to exist in its present form. The first is the
management of the adoption of standards for the technologies that constitute the physical
infrastructure of the Internet—this is what ensures that global networks can continue to
interact with each other. The second area that needs to be managed is the allocation of the
addresses online, typically in the form of IP numbers, for one only exists online when one
has been assigned an [P number.

Dispelling the romantic notion that the Internet evolved as an ungoverned
medium of communication in this section, [ go on to establish exactly that both these
elements of Internet governance have always had organized supervision. The moment of
the Internet’s privatization was also one that marked a change of management. The new
management, unlike the old, was not only a body that was more visible, but also one that
was more centralized. This explains the widespread belief that it was only with its
increasing commercialization that the [nternet began to be increasingly governed. From
the seventies until 1983, a loosely constituted body of engineers and scientists called the
Internet Configuration Control Board (ICCB), which was funded and controlled by the
US Department of Defense, managed the coordination of the adoption of standards for

the Internet. From 1983, the I[CCB was replaced by the Internet Activities Board (IAB),

www.iab.org, which later came to be known as the Internet Architecture Board. The [AB
continued to be populated primarily with computer engineers who were significantly

involved in the development of the modern Internet’s infrastructure.
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By 1989, perhaps given the sudden upsurge of public and commercial interest in
the Internet, the IAB was subdivided into two committees: The Internet Engineering Task
Force (IETF), www.ietf.org, and the Internet Engineering Steering Group (IESG),
www.iesg.org. The [AB still remained an exclusive, private club, and interactions
between the two new committees and the [AB remained highly incestuous. Twelve of the
IAB’s thirteen members were nominated by the [ETF, which also nominated most of its

own members for the [ESG. [n 1992, the newly created Internet Society (ISOC),

www.isoc.org, gave official recognition to the [AB as the manager of all Internet
engineering and standards activity, renaming it the Intemnet Architecture Board. The
creation of the ISOC was what one may call a “‘commercial break’ for the [nternet. A US-
based ‘professional membership’ (read corporate) society, ISOC was the Internet’s first
non-governmental body and described itself as an “international organization for global
cooperation and coordination on the Internet.”” To this, they might as well have added,
‘global commerce,’ for most of the funds they raise comes in the form of gifts from the
corporate sector. A lot of this funding derives from Internet companies, who, having
invested billions of dollars in the construction and production of every conceivable part
of the global Internet infrastructure, depend, for their very survival, on having a
significant influence over the standards that the Intemet does and does not adopt. ISOC,
as the fund-raising umbrella group for the Internet depends, for its own survival, on these

funds. This has meant that private [nternet-related corporations are beginning to

5 TeleGeography Inc. 35.
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dramatically increase their participation in the process of the adoption of new standards
on and for the Internet.?® In effect, they have become the builders of the modern Internet.
The process of the adoption of such new standards is not complicated. New
standards are adopted as documents called RFCs (Requests for Comments).27 The initial
draft, called the Internet-Draft, laid out in a prescribed format, is submitted to [ISOC

months at an open site (ftp.ietf.org/intemnet-drafts). During this period anyone may

comment on the draft. At the end of the six-month period, the author may revise it,
resubmit a new draft, or proceed to submit the original draft as is. Prior to submission, the
author categorizes this potential RFC as either a Standards-track RFC or as a Non-
standards track RFC. Specially designated groups within the [ESG or the IETF then
review this RFC. Standards-track RFCs are judged for their utility and technical
functionality, and then, based on the level of implementation they propose, as well as the
professional experience of the author, the RFC is then labeled as either a Proposed
Standard Draft Standard, or a full-fledged Internet Standard. This clearly implies that the
more ambitious the RFC, the more global its proposed implementation and the more
qualified its author(s), the more influence this RFC has in impacting the Internet’s future
infrastructure. Obviously, these are conditions ideally designed to favor global
corporations. The approved Non-standards RFCs, are, on the other hand, rather quaintly
labeled Experimental, Informational, or Historic. Once approved, the Standards-track
RFC is published online as part of the Standard Track Document (STD) series. Further,

there is also a third type of RFC called a Best Current Practice (BCP) RFC. This type of

% TeleGeography Inc. 35.
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RFC skips the first stage and may be directly reviewed and approved. These are usually
RFCs created by the members of the [ESG or other [AB members themselves and are
approved, not as part of the STD series, but as BCP documents.

Given that these are the processes, then, that build the physical Internet, [ argue
that, since 1992 in any case, the building of the [nternet has been deeply imbued with the
logics of the marketplace. It is hardly surprising that an interesting statistic, measuring
the ratio of the users of the Internet with its builders, presents a contemporary picture of
the Internet’s growth that is very different from its earlier stages. While the number of
RFCs were significantly larger than the number of users at one point in the early nineties,
the commercialization of the Internet, and the impact of Internet-companies on these
building processes has meant that the Intemnet’s priority has shifted from a focus on
innovation, growth, and experimentation, to an environment of stability, stagnation and
predictability, so that the forces of commerce may fully adopt and shape it. Today, the
number of Internet users far outweigh the number of RFCs adopted, and any argument
that this merely indicates a natural maturing of Internet technology is instantly rendered
ineffective when one observes the myriad conflicting technologies that the Internet is still
struggling to absorb, ranging from voice telephony to Internet-savvy offline devices.”®
The commercial break that we have discussed has also become a ‘commercial brake’ as
far as the physical development of the Internet is concerned!

Examining the governing processes of the second element—the allocation of

Internet addresses—reveals a similar picture. Be it a computer, a netwotk, or an offline

¥ For more information on this process, visit www.rfc-editor.org
B See insert that follows this page. TeleGeography Inc. 33



Figure 1. Growth of Internet Users and RFCs
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‘wired’ device, to exist on the Internet, an address—a domain name that corresponds to a
unique 32-bit [P number—is essential. Early Intemet architecture allowed for four
billion addresses, which seemed more than adequate at the time. As it grew however,
particularly in its commercial phase of the nineties, millions of such addresses were
handed out in huge blocks, to the few companies and universities who requested them, by
the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (IANA), and its central govemor, Jon Postel,
who constituted the sole governing body responsible for Internet address space until as
recently as 1998. While many if these addresses went unused, having been already
assigned, they could not be reused. This has meant that now, Internet address space had
become an extremely valuable, because limited, commodity; and as the Internet becomes
a globally commercialized billion-dollar industry, this has become a major issue. [n 1998,
a new organization was created called the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and
Numbers (ICANN), www.icann.org, which replaced the [ANA (mw,iaila,o;g).y
ICANN, a supposedly global, non-governmental partner to ISOC, and heavily funded by
generous loans from Internet companies like [BM, www.ibm.com, and MCI WorldCom,
is currently responsible for governing, shaping. and implementing all Internet address
policy, as well as for maintaining the thirteen root servers within which all IP addresses
are stored. The allocation of Internet addresses, supervised by ICANN, now occurs
through three regional sites: for Asia at www.apnic.net, for the Americas (and including
addresses for all of Sub-Saharan Africa?!) at www.arin.net, and for Europe (including
addresses for all of North Africa and the Middle East?!) at www.ripe.net. [ICANN was

immediately embroiled in political controversy. China, for example, protested against the

P See inserted ICANN chart that follows this page. TeleGeography Inc. 36
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Figure 3. ICANN: The Bottom Up
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large prevailing addressing inequity between the US and the rest of the world, as well as
between the early largely US-based mega Internet corporations and the newly emerging
ones, pointing out that despite their political, economic or population needs, newcomers
to the Internet had fewer addressing resources. Similarly, the European

Telecommunications Standards Institute (ETSI), www.etsi.org, lobbied strongly for a

lead role in shaping ICANN policy. These, and other issues, remain to be resolved.

[CANN, like [SOC, is a more visible, more centralized, bureaucratic, and
infinitely siower-moving governing body than the [ANA was. This has effectively meant
a near paralysis of growth strategy for this part of the [nternet, while, inevitably, the
corporate industry segments located on the advantageous end of the naming predicament
(the majority of who are US based and the minority, Europe-based), grow bigger, more
entrenched within the global economy, more powerful online, and therefore, more
difficult to compete against. Meanwhile, the addressing issue is also changing the very
shape of the Internet. A good example is the rise of various strategies and technologies
such as Classless Inter-Domain Routing (CIDR), or Network Address Translators
(NATS), all of which have a common goal—that of concealing entire private networks
behind a single [P address. What this means is that large sections of the Internet, as a
result of both addressing issues and corporate strategies, are becoming inaccessible to the
Internet public.

[ argue that what becomes evident from this survey of the economics,
architecture, and governance of the Internet, is that the growth, commercialization, and
evolutionary shaping of the Internet all flow along the lines of the traditional political and

economic power geographies which were established by the emergence of the processes
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of globalization. A combination of intentional and inadvertent factors have undeniably,
led to a virtual colonization of the "new frontier’ of cyberspace. Even a cursory glance at
the much-heralded growth of Internet users reveals the reflection of this phenomenon.
Most estimates in 2000 calculate the Internet user population to be between two hundred
and three hundred million people worldwide. Since this growth must be, and is, clearly
uneven across political boundaries, the flows of online traffic consequently are also
increasingly unidirectional, ironic in the light of the loudly trumpeted interactivity of the
new medium.’® It is significant that it is the most commercially fertile component of the
Internet, the World Wide Web, which has helped double Internet growth every year since
1992. In early 1999, it is observed that the Web generated over 75% of Internet traffic.!
Over half of this came from corporate users. Further, the Internet/Web user of today also
consumes an exponentially increasing amount of bandwidth, since the commercialization
of the Internet has led to an explosion of bandwidth-intensive usage from complex
software applications to Napster-type music transactions online. Bandwidth, a product of
Internet infrastructure, is an obvious deterrent to equal global access to the [nternet.”
This suggests that the type, quality, and quantity of access are all similarly unequal.
While traffic is only one indicator, no matter which index one chooses to measure
the Internet by, the same monopolies may be observed. Consider the growth of Internet
hosts (each computer connected to the [nternet with a unique [P number constitutes a

host), which occurred at a rate of over 60% between 1997 and 1999. A survey of the

¥ See inserts that follow this page. TeleGeography Inc. 40-41.
* TeleGeography Iac. 40.

32 Gee inserted bandwidth maps following this page. TeleGeography Inc. 21-23, 84.



Figure 1. Regional internet Growth
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Figure 2. Internet Growth in Western Europe
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Figure 7. Europeas Intermet Backbone Connectivity, 1998
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distribution of this growth speaks for itself.>® Further, given the founding inequity in the
distribution of Internet addresses, this appears to be a relatively established future
monopoly. Similarly, although the number of websites grew at a rate of over 44%
annually between 1993 and 1999, the bulk of the most visited websites remain US-based
to an astonishing degree.™ One could go on and on. Over 90% of the Internet’s content
continues to be in English, an automatic linguistic barrier for much of the global
population.:’5 The efforts to introduce language software, or build content in alternative
languages, while ongoing, are hampered as much by issues of bandwidth, traffic flows,
and addressing constraints, as they are by the commercial impulse, which primarily trades
in English, and a small handful of other economically relevant languages that are, except
for Japanese and Chinese, largely European.

Indeed, Internet content is undergoing an inevitable transformation as well. The
interactivity of the Internet itself is increasingly becoming an illusion; physical
constraints have led to the rise of bandwidth-saving content distribution techniques such
as ‘caching’, and ‘multi-casting’, both of which are strategies that seek to store or “cache’
content at local points close to the user, so that this content is what is most speedily
available, and therefore, what is most accessed by the individual user. Commercial forces
also invest heavily to ensure that commercial content is assigned priority within online
content through various corporate strategies such as massive investments in popular
search engines etc. The flows of revenue from commercial content sites, from online

newspapers to [nternet portals, are a major source for online content distribution

3 See inserts following this page. TeleGeography Inc. 97.

¥ See inserts following this page. TeleGeography Inc. 15.



Figure 1. Host Growth and Distribution by Region, 1997-1999
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platforms. Simultaneously, bandwidth-intensive, web-based applications, driven by
electronic commerce that typically requires ‘rich’ content, are increasing rapidly. It
becomes clear that within the contemporary, commercial [nternet, the individual user and
her web page cannot compete with the major corporations—as with traditional media,
distribution and placement of content are fundamental to the accessibility of online
content.

For cyber utopians, including critics like Sherry Turkle, Howard Rheingold, and
Nicholas Negroponte, among others, the Internet is technology that is a great equalizer,
resisting gender, ethnic, and class inequities, enhancing human communication and
promoting democracy and community-building.:‘6 Opponents of such a view have argued
that the very architecture of this technology perpetuates race, class, gender, and other
inequities. R. Squires describes, for example, how [SPs typically locate their services in
affluent communities, by bypassing inner cities and less affluent rural areas.” Other
critics observe how a “practice of information apartheid or electronic red-lining
dislocates the integration of peripheral groups into mainstream cultural interactions and
creates a cyberghetto.™® [n a neo-Marxist interpretation, M. Dawson and J.B Foster,
likewise, argue that the Internet is and will continue to be a monopoly of that economic
elite who exists in the status quo. They conclude with a call to all the marginalized

9

populations online to resist such domination.”® Another such view is Alecia Wolf’s who,

% Kundnani, Part IIL p. 6.

% Cited in Bosah Fbo, “Internet or Outernet?,” Cyberghetto or Cybertopia?: Race, Class, and Gender on
the Internet, ed. Bosah Ebo (Westport” Praeger, 1998), 2-3.

* Cited in Ebo 6.

% Cited in Ebo 6.

® James L. McQuivey, “How the Web was Won: The Commercialization of Cyberspace” in Ebo 84.
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examining a host of statistics, argues that while its potential remains exciting, the [nternet
is anything but the Great Equalizer, for the use of such a metaphor is “based on a
functionalist perspective that places all responsibility for joining the new technologically
elite class squarely on the shoulders of the individual, while serving to legitimate the
status-quo. This perspective assumes that rational people will invest in their human
capital, but fails to consider the external social forces at work that prevent some rational
people from making such investments.”*’

Such critics, observing that commercial imperatives are what define the Internet
in every sense, point to how marketing and advertising incorporate “the hierarchical
consumption patterns of a mass culture into the Internet.”*! Such an imbuing of
cyberspace with commercial and economic imperatives would render it a mere extension
of the mass consumer culture, which continues to be inflected by race, class, gender and
other inequity. My effort in this chapter, through a detailed architectural analysis of the
contemporary [nternet serves to point to an endorsement of such points of view. To
further qualify my arguments however, it is important to examine how commercial
forces, particularly those of advertising, work within this insidious dynamic of the

Internet; consequently, this constitutes the focus of my next chapter.

% Alecia Wolf. “Exposing The Great Equalizer: Demythologizing [ntemet Equity,” Ebo 29.

*! Ebo in Ebo 8-9.



3. The Medium is the Market

People are going to have to realize that the Net is another medium, and it has to be
sponsored commercially and it has to play by the rules of the marketplace. You’re
still going to have sponsorship, advertising, the rules of the game, because it’s just
necessary to make commerce work. I think that a lot of what some of the original Net
god-utopians were thinking, is that there was just going to be this sort of huge
anarchist, utopian bliss medium, where there are no rules and everything is just sort of
open. That’s a great thought but it’s not going to work. And when the Time Warners
get on the Net in a hard fashion it’s going to be the people who first create the
commerce and the environment, like Wired, that will be the market leaders.

John Battelle, Managing Editor, Wired magazine'

My central concems in this project emerge from, what [ argue, is a fundamental
contradiction between the emancipatory qualities attributed to the Intemet—of creating a
democratic space defined by equal access to information and freedom of expression—and
the reality of its contemporary commercialized form. In the previous chapters, [ have
explored the various utopic discourses that circulate in, around and conceming, this new
medium of mass communications. [n "The Medium is the Market,” my objective is to
demonstrate how the Internet, as an advertising-supported vehicle of global commerce,
has evolved into, and presently exists in the form of a new dynamic, aiternate, albeit
virtual, global marketplace. Such a transformation not only has fundamental economic
consequences, working as it does towards the consolidation of a new global economic
system, but also crucial socio-cultural implications. Contending that the advertising-
governed mass media in general, and the Internet in particular in this context, emerges as

a significant site where the social power structures in the societies of the new, Internet-

! Arthur Kroker, “Virtual Capitalism,” Technoscience and Cyberculture, cds. Stanley Aronowitz et al.,
(New York & London: Routledge, 1996), 167.
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led age are defined, my aim in this chapter is to build on some of the arguments made
earlier, by studying the advertising of cyberspace.

In the first section of this chapter, [ undertake a survey of some of the ways
through which advertising inflects every point of the Internet. in the newly global,
Internet-based economy, [ argue, the medium is clearly the market, a perspective that
leads to the title of this chapter. [ explore the ways in which [nternet users are
transformed into ‘eyeballs’ and ‘mouseclicks,” which become indices to measure
advertising’s effectiveness. Through advertising, in other words, the citizens of
cyberspace are transformed into global consumers. [ also examine some of the ways in
which advertisements, and the advertising industry, have themselves evolved in order to
appropriate the new medium. Exploring the deep-rooted linkages between advertising
and the existential realities of the [nternet—the global marketplace, [ argue that the fact
that the Internet’s ongoing evolution is both qualitatively and quantitatively governed by
the ‘free market’, makes it imperative that we re-evaluate, and qualify, the significance of
its interactivity as a medium of mass communication.

The second section of this chapter subsequently, theorizes on the role and impact
of the processes of advertising—through mass media in general, and the Internet in
particular—on cultural envisionings of progress, development acd modernity. For a
variety of reasons, [ situate my arguments here in the context of India. India offers an
instructive site of analysis for my purposes, given that its particular history, after
independence, is one wherein development and modemity—originally imagined along
the lines of Nehruvian socialism—were dramatically re-visioned following the economic

liberalization that took place around the same time as the collapse of the Soviet Union.
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Such an economic environment saw the inevitable entry of multinational corporations, as
well as multinational advertising agencies with their global accounts. This provides an
illuminating context for my study of the socio-cultural impact of advertising, through
mass media, on the consolidation of those specific ideological discourses that [ have
discussed in my previous chapters. Extending the insights I elaborate here, [ go on to
concern myself with why/how advertising works in the context of the [nternet and is able
to facilitate a new order of social and cuitural imperialism.

Centrally, in this chapter, [ argue that the [nternet enables a global economic
system which can be seen as a new mutant global derivative of capitalism, whereby
social power and structures of control are consolidated within a global network of newly
created, local, capitalist techno-elites. The logic of such a network ensures the
appropriation of a multiplicity of local-global economic, cultural and social articulations
within a globally constructed free market economy/consumer democracy framework; for
the world that the [nternet signifies is not merely one where information is exchanged at
phenomenal speeds, it is also a global marketplace in itself. While on the one hand,
advertising—both on and about the Internet, both offline and online—universalizes the
ideology of information technology integral to establishing a specific paradigm of
development, on the other, global economics concurrently ensures that local economies
must adopt precisely this development paradigm in order to ensure their own survival. [
argue that far from radically transforming the global public sphere in more egalitarian or
democratic ways, what the [nternet threatens to do is to effect a complete privatization of
such a public sphere, whereby our understanding and experience of modernity are

moored within the terms of reference of a techno-capitalist framework. Extending this
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argument further, [ suggest that these processes ensure that such essentialized,
universalized visions of modemity and development become an unquestioned corollary to
the march of economic globalization.

Thus, through my efforts in this chapter, [ hope to demonstrate the centrality of
the ways in which modern global advertising permeates the very fabric of cyberspace.
This, I argue, helps us in comprehending the fundamental culpability of the emerging
technologies of globalization like the Internet—through the new cultural, social and
political equations they necessitate—in both establishing newly marginalized territories
and populations, as well as inhibiting the authentic development of traditionally
marginalized regions.

P
L.

In theorizing around the emergence of a new Indian middle class, Arvind
Rajagopal argues that as a2 medium of communication, television, through the genre of
advertising, “promotes a libidinal economy that helps secure and reproduce the physical
economy and is interwoven with it.”? Suggesting that television does this by coalescing
and mobilizing ambiguously perceived attachments and feelings in new directions,
Rajagopal notes that this insight about media has been articulated by various theorists
much earlier.

This argument, for our purposes may be instructively used to think about the

Internet. As a mass medium of communications, while it has achieved nowhere near the

* Arvind Rajagopal, “Thinking about the New Indian Middle Class: Gender, Advertising and Politics in an
Age of Globalisation,” Signposts: Gender Issues in Post-Independence India, ed. Rajeswari Sunder Rajan
(New Declhi: Kali, 1999), 58.
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saturation levels achieved by television, the Internet, with its ongoing commercialization,
has experienced dramatically accelerated, even if uneven, growth in the nineties. While
the radio took twenty-eight years and the television, thirteen, to achieve an audience of
fifty million people, it took the Internet only five years to become a mass medium with
about fifty million interactive users. Such rapid growth has meant that the commercial
institutions of marketing, advertising, public relations etc., eager to realize the
commercial potential of the Internet, have engaged in endless discussions that examine
how commercial enterprise on the Web necessitates new economic models and new ways
of working within this new ‘marketplace’ of information and ideas. Various management
gurus, such as Evan Schwartz for example, have argued that these needs have in fact, led
to the emergence of a new discipline within business management—webonomics—which
he defines as “the study of the production, distribution and consumption of goods,
services and ideas over the World Wide Web.™

Observing that the economics of the marketplace, prior to the advent of the Web,
was based on a central premise—that demand will always exceed supply—Schwartz
suggests that the economy of the Web, on the contrary, exhibits, in place of a scarcity of
supply, a scarcity of demand. By being a source of intellectual property that generates to
infinity further knowledge, the defining characteristic of this medium of commerce is that
it is perennially overloaded with information. The main commodity in the new economy
this medium creates, this line of reasoning concludes, is the attention of its users, and
therefore competition in the marketplace it creates, is defined by the ability to command

and sustain that attention. Successful business on the Web requires not only attracting the
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consumer’s attention but also the retention of her attention, in order to ensure that users
continue to return to the commercial site. Further, the Web is completely interactive,
which makes it fundamentally different from traditional mass media, in the context of
business. Web based commerce, Schwartz notes, has had to reconcile itself to the fact
that the conduit through which business is to be generated are the creation of on-line
communities which will provide semi-public, semi-private spaces where consumers
interact.

Marketers are, in effect, increasingly paying for such spaces. For instance, among
the most successful sites within the packaged-goods consumer industry is the website for
Ragu brand Italian food (www.eat.com) which has successfully created an Italian aura
around itself. Surfers arrive at a web page called “Mama’s Cucina,” where they meet
“Mama” who is the designated expert on gourmet Italian cooking and culture. While
surfers are heavily exposed to advertisements for different varieties of Ragu pasta sauces,
they may also engage in a host of activities such as learning to speak Italian. What is
significant here, for our purposes, is that the Ragu brand name, from representing a
collection of products on a shelf, is now elevated to signifying an ltalian community
based on culturalized commodities of common interest. This example illustrates how the
marketer on the Web can continue to use the medium to promote commerce, in excess of
the impact of advertising in traditional media. Traditional advertising informs consumers
of the existence of a product and preaches its virtues. The website further extends the
impact of such efforts in mulitiple ways, linking it to in-depth product information and

prompting the actual purchase of the product. Corporate websites, then, may also

} Evan L Schwartz, Webonomics: Nine Essential Principles for Growing Your Business On the World Wide
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perform the role of the physical salesperson, obtaining customer preferences, providing
services, retaining loyalty, and generating new sales. Another significant variation that
marks off the Web from traditional mass media for business purposes lies in the fact that
while traditional media are largely broadcast media, pushing commerce-related
information toward us, within the Web, the consumer is also pulling information out. It
can be argued that this suggests an empowerment of the online consumer, who now has
the advantage in her relationship with the marketer.

A natural corollary both to the interactivity of the Web as well as the
informational economy it represents is that consumer data collection becomes crucially
important. While the onus for giving marketers valuable data of a personal nature remains
with the consumer, there is a heavy commercial emphasis online on a myriad of strategies
(many websites, for example, offer incentives on a regular basis in exchange for personal
information) for the collection of such information—for it is this information that helps
sell products on the Web. A further significant change that commerce faces online is the
complete obliteration of geographical (as well as temporal) locations. While this allows
for a borderless, seamless marketplace where any business can theoretically establish a
global presence with consummate ease, it also implies that every web-based business not
only faces ‘worldwide’ competition, but also needs to cater to a worldwide clientele.
Given that part of my effort will be to examine how the forces of commerce are gradually
incorporating the Internet, it is interesting to note the nine principles that Schwartz lists as
essential for commercial success on the World Wide Web:

a) The quantity of people visiting your site is less important than the quality
of their experience.

Web (New York: Broadway Books, 1997) vi.
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b) Marketers shouldn’t be on the Web for exposure, but for results.

c) Consumers must be compensated for disclosing data about themselves

d) Consumers will shop online only for information-rich products.

e) Self-service provides for the highest level of customer support.

f) “Value-based currencies” enable you to create your own monetary system.

g) Trusted brand names matter even more on the web.

h) Even the smallest business can compete in the Web’s global
“marketspace”.

i) Agility rules—web sites must continually adapt to the market.*

It is evident from our discussion that the commercialization of the Web leads to the
establishing of new economic rules, new equations and relationships between the
producer and the consumer (as also a blurring of the two categories), and perhaps even

new forms of currency.

On February 18, 1997, Intelliquest Information Group Incorporated

(www.intelliquest.com), released the results of its latest survey, which estimated that
some 47 million adults in the United States in the Fourth Quarter of 1996 had been on the
World Wide Web, as opposed to an estimated 35 million in the First Quarter of 1996,
which represented a 34% growth in the on-line population. Intelliquest CEO Peter
Zandan was quoted the next day in USA Today as declaring; “It {the Web] is now at the
point where so many people have access to it that it is a mass media.” [n many ways this
moment represented the its emergence as a mass medium within the corporate world,
stirring up great interest in accessing the potential of the Internet for commerce,
specifically, in its use as a medium of advertising. The objectives of corporate advertising
had now to be redefined and a great deal of corporate energies began to be deployed

towards the Web. It was evident that websites were not merely advertisements; they were

* Schwartz viii.
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also market spaces wherein product information could be delivered, consumer
relationships established, and commercial transactions could actually occur. In the
following section, we take a look at some of the ways in which such advertising is now
manifesting itself on the Web.

Paid advertising was first introduced to the Web by HotWired
(www.hotwired.com) on October 27, 19945 Prior to HotWired’s acceptance of cash
payments for placing advertising banners on their website, links were established on the
basis of common interests or in a barter deal. At the time, there were only fourteen
advertisers prepared to invest in on-line advertising on an experimental basis. Today, a
large majority of the Fortune 500 companies purchase ad-space on the Web. In 1997,
HotWired was charging $15,000 per 100,000 advertising impressions per month while
Yahoo!, www.yahoo.com, demanded over $15,000 per 500,000 impressions per month
for a banner on its home page.7 A survey of current advertising on the Web reveals a
rapidly growing industry, where the biggest recipients of advertising revenue have also
been the biggest advertisers. Jupiter Communications, www.jmm.com, has estimated that
$13 million in Web-based advertising revenue was generated in the Fourth Quarter of
1995, $24 million in the First Quarter of 1996, $43 million in the Second Quarter and $66
million in the Third—which amounts to an average sequential growth of 72%. They have
also determined that the most conservative estimate would place Web-related advertising

spending/revenue at approximately $1.4 billion in 2000.

5 Cited in Jim Stcre, What Makes People Click: Advertising on the Web (Indianapolis: Que Corporation,
1997) 37.
© Sterne 14.

7 Mary Mecker, The Internet Advertising Report (New York: Harper Collins, 1997) 14-3
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