





particular direction regardless of societal or cultural context.2* Contrary to this, I believe
that it is more helpful to look at technologies critically though the lens of ‘mutual
shaping’ theories found in the philosophy and sociology of technology.?® These
frameworks perceive technologies to have various degrees of malleability, and view
social context as playing a central role in not only shaping these artefacts but also in their
use (and place) in society.”® Indeed it has been argued that information and
communication technologies may be especially malleable.”” In acknowledging this
process of mutual shaping one recognises that a technology is subject to an ongoing
process of alteration and development rather than being ‘born whole’. Yet determinism
(especially the ‘harder’ varieties), contrary to this, assume that ‘roads not taken’ never led
anywhere in the first place. With this in mind it becomes evident that a closer
examination of the various and changing manifestations and uses of a technology 1s
crucial in order to understand, as Benj amin Barber puts it ‘wﬁich technology’ we are
talking about.”® Again determinist arguments appear to presume that Internet technology
has one single, predestined, and immutable manifestation, i.e. that it is somehow an
entirely independent and static variable. Even if the Internet does have unique
characteristics (which I wil] argue below is itself questionable), the assumption that these
characteristics somehow absents it from any social constraints regarding its continued

development, or from any contextual malleability is completely unfounded. “The Internet

% When ] use the term determinist throughout this piece it can be considered to refer both the softer and the
more extreme forms of the theory, with the concept of technology being either a primary or secondary
driver of history linking these variants at their core. \

% Bijker, 1995, Latour, 1991, Smith & Marx, 1994, Jasanoff, 1995, Anderson, 2000, Morrisett, 1998.

% Latour, 1991.

27 Borgman, 2000. :

% As Smith & Marx point out, soft determinism often makes reference to ‘developed technologies’, yet at
which point do we consider a technology to be fully developed or to be manifesting its determinative
characteristics? Smith & Marx, 1994,
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grows by adding new uses and new users, who are not only sociélized into its culture but
also expand or extend its repertoire”.” Potentiél itself is no guarantee of change ina
certain direction,’® indeed everyv potentially liberalizing feature is “shaped by malleable
computer code and subject to alteration”,*! a point which techno-libertarians selectively
ignore. Secondly, it is also necessary to question the two assumptions that link these
determinant features to political liberalization. Both the notion that any of the
characteristics above guarantee ideational pluralism and also the assumption of the
uncritical acceptance of liberal thought by all who come into contact with it.

In addition to my theoretical objections, I also believe that the determinists’ use of
historical precedent is, at best,.misleadingly selective. As a means of explicating this, I
hope tb elucidate my own assertions regarding the malleability of the Internet by means
of employing the earlier example of the printing press. The printing press proves to be a
particularly interesting comparison here because it is itself a technology often deemed to
have been ‘liberalizing’ due to its supposedly ‘inherent characteristics’.”> Not only in
their tenor but also in their theoretical foundation these claims appear to mirror those that
are currently being made concerning the ‘revolutionary’ nature of the Internet. However,
I will argue that the printing préss had a high degree of malleability in its development
and use, and that this rendered its relation to centralizing authorities far more complex
than the determinists would have us believe. Rather than accepting the notion that
‘inherent features’ of the press fostered the inevitable social and political liberalization of

authoritarian regimes, I believe that an equally convincing argument can be made

¥ Anderson, 2000, p423.

0tt, 1998.

3! Shapiro, 1999, p98.

?2 McLuhan, 1962, Eisenstein, 1983, Leamer 1964, Huntington, 1991,
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concerning the links between the presses technological characteristics (as they were
developed and used) and the support these provided centralization and authoritarian rule
in mid-millennia Europe. In outlining parallels between the press and the Internet, I hope
to show that although both have ample potential to be liberalizing technologies, they also

have equal technological potential to aid those at the helm of authoritarian regimes to

retain, and even increase, their hold on power.

The ‘characteristiés’ of the Internet, which the determinists hold so dear, could be
exploited in a variety of different ways, as was the case with print. The very traits which
people claim make the technology potentially liberalizing, when developed, exploited or

even perceived differently could also render it employable as a more pervasive

. —

mechanism of control than any which previously existed> (a pattern which can also be
recognised in the case of print). Greater interactivity or bi-directionality in a
communications technology may certainly enable a wider array of people to express

themselves publicly. This, however, also renders them much clearer targets of

persecution. Both the printing press and the Internet enable expression specifically by the
creation of discourse, which is then introduced into the public domain. In the event that
an authoritarian regime finds this material objectionable its newly concrete or at least
semi-permément form enables these authorities to track dissent in a much more efficient
and effective way. This was the case with the transition from oral and limited scribal
culture to print culture, and likewise, the Internet has in several cases potentially

magnified this mechanism of control, not only allowing for the monitoring of expression

but also a more effective surveillance of what is consumed (for how long, when, and in
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what manner). Additionally the celebration of the removal of gatekeepers as an aid to
liberalization should be counter-weighed with the knowledge that often “raw information
lends itself to manipulators that we do not choose and more often than not cannot see”.
The fact that both technologies remove a monopoly of production from strictly
centralized control also renders it more difficult for those accessing the information
produced to judge where it came from and correspondingly gives authoritarian
governments greater power to distribute a much subtler type of propaganda. In both
instances one can track the emergence of covert government propaganda as a new tool of
control. In any event, to correlate authoritarian power with centralization in an Austinian
manner may be a misperception,3 3 as Foucault would argue a de-centralized system in no
way precludes, in its structure, the exerc_ise of power, in fact it magnifies it 36

Both the printing press and the Internet are celebrated as technologies that do not
suffer spectrum constrictions, supposedly rendering them. an unlimited resource for
continued production. This may be true, but in situations in which production costs
remain considerable and access to production remains limited (as could be argued with
both the press and the Internet) this unlimited capacity to produce seems to be of greater
benefit to those with greater technological, financial and skill based resources — more
often those who already posses powef, rather than those without it. Determinist

liberalization theories rely on ‘ideational pluralism’ to be an automatic bi-product of this

spectrum abundance,”’ yet I would contend that it is not the technology itself which

33 None of these conceptions regarding plausible connections between communications technologies and
authoritarianism are new, yet their most recent airings can be found in the work of Lyon, 1994 and Brin,
1998.

34 Barber, 1998, p9.

3 Boyle, 1997.

* Foucault, 1979.

¥ Taubman, 1998.
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portends production limitations but rather the humans who interact with it. Marshall -
McLuhan’s dictum ‘the medium is the message’ fails to address issues such as these — in
fact the message itself (otherwise known as content) is both crucial and changeable.
Spectrum abundance alone does not guarantee any specific type of content, indeed it does
not even guarantee pluralism of content.’® What it may well do is render the process of
searching out that which is particular and pertinent within this increasing mass
progressively problematic. More information, en masse, may be as likely to lend itself to
the distribution of more official information.>® As happened with print, those who have
the finances to produce a great deal of sophisticated material may flood the market with it
at the expense of its less elaborate counterpart, which proportionately becomes iess easily
accessible and possibly less persuasive.

If one accepts my earlier theoretical contentions regarding the malleability of
technology, it may seem irrelevant to attempt to draw parallels between the Internet and
other communications media, or to argue that given its historical context it can be
regarded as a shift of degree rather than type. However, the repeated insistence that the
Internet has unique characteristics, makes not only its close examination but also its
historical contextualisation an important and worthy project. There is also no particular
reason that this argument remains restricted to a comparison between the Internet and the
printing press. Several media technologies which had the potential to foster greater
democratic exchange, were shaped through interactions with society and government to
become restrictive and centralised broadcast media. Prominent examples of such official

control can be found in the developmental history of radio, which was initially utilized as

3% Barber, 1998.
3 Venegas, 1998.
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an interactive system but was gradually moulded into a broadcast medium.* Likewise the
emergence of cable television was marked by extensive hyperbole about its revolutionary
potential due to the fact that it afforded greater ideational pluralism and the subsequent
revival of civic culture, yet again one can chart it§ evolution into a highly segmented
market-driven broadcast system.*! Therefore, the press should not be regarded as a caveat
to some genefal rule, but rather be viewed part.of a historical continuum of malleable
technology, all of which serves to undermine the determinist basis of these claims

regarding the Internet.

Having laid the basis of my argument by means of historical contextﬁalisation it is
possible, and necessary, to further cement my contenﬁon by examining a current case
study regarding the exploitation of the Internet by authoritarian powers. Like the
determinists I could be accused of employing selective evidence here. Yet, I am not
highlighting these findings in order to make grand claims about the encompassing nature
of the technology, but quite to the contrary to question them. I should be clear that in
highlighting a particular case I am not suggesting the impossibility of a link between the
Internet and liberalization, democratization, decentralization or even sedition given
conducive circumstances. What I am contending is that none of these couplings represent
the manifestation of an ‘inherent’ characteristic of the technology. The Internet may play
arole in various different types of political change, these possibilities being capable of
co-existence within the technology’s potential, rather than being competing explanatory

paradigms.

© wedlake, 1973.
4 Coleman, 1999.
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A range of cases could be employed to discredit the argumont concerning the
‘inherently liberalizing’ nature of the Internet and the ‘dictator’s dilemma’; including
China,* Malaysia,* Myanmar* and Cuba.”® Yet I have selected Singapore for the
purposes of closer examination because I believe that it presents a special challenge to
claims concerning technology-driven liberalization. Softer determinists could claim that
in certain cases the technology is unable to manifest itself to its full potential, due to a
lack of access, literacy; affordability or market mechanisms. Contrary to this, Singapore
does not appear to suffer from these constrictions and could thus be construed to qualify
as a much more promising case for liberalization. Indeed theoretically one might suppose
that Singapore would progresswely manifest the ‘dictator’s dilemma’, in which the desire
for economic growth results in the necessary relaxation of controls over information,
which in turn poses a threat to the authoritarian govemment.46 Yet despite high levels of
economic development, access, and literacy, there is little evidence of a relaxation of
societal control in Singapore. Given that this does not appear to be happening in this
case,”” the assumptions which underlie it would appear to merit closer examination.
Singapore remains a valid case for debunking the notion of determinism, as the
‘dictator’s dilemma’ theory itself precludes the defence that the high levels of de-facto

political authoritarianism in the city-state prevent the Internet from manifesting its true

%2 Kalathil & Boas 2001, Green 2000, Wolff 1997.
“ Abbott, 2001.

* Kalathil, 2001.

% Williamson, 2000, Boas 2000.

® Kedzie, 1997, xi.

7 Kurlantzick 2000, Rodan, 1998.




potential. To attempt to control for this in some way would entirely undermine the crux
of the determinists’ argument, by admitting that it is able to constrict the technology’s
supposedly determinant tendency. According to cyber-libertarians, authoritarianism is the
target of, rather than a barrier to, liberalization.

What then is the conclusion to be drawn from this comparative and critical
examination? I do not intend to directly address normative question here, although I
would hope that this study persuades those who read it that human action and
determination must be active participants in developing this technology for good,
whatever that good may be. Principally I will argue that technological determinism
proves to be of little utility. This is by no means a new contention — indeed scholars have
been critiquing and rejecting determinism for years. Yet I feel that the importance of this
particular project lies in the need to re-stress this critique in the face of its apparent (and I
believe ill coesidered) resurgence in recent years. I argue that instead we would benefit
from an acknowledgement of the fluidity of technology, informed by our experiences of
both the past and the present, when we make claims on the behalf of the Internet. Whilst
wnot denying that a certain manifestation of communications technologies may well be
necessary pre-requisites of political liberalization, I simultaneously venture that they may
also be necessary pre-requisites for the effective exercise of authoritarian control in the
modern state. I believe that technology reflects and mirrors the culture (or cultures) in
which it evolves rather than guiding or directing them. I do not assume that all, or even
the majority of exampies, will fall into my categorization regarding authoritarianism, or

that none will conform to counter-examples involving liberalization. Neither of these

outcomes is necessary for my rejection of determinism to hold. Rather I hope to
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demonstrate that one catch all conception of the relationship between the technology and

its context cannot be found.
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CHAPTER 1

A REVIEW OF THE DEBATE:

DETERMINANT TECHNOLOGY AND LIBERALIZATION

“All media work us over completely. They are so pervasive in their personal,
political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical and social
consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered. Any
understanding of social and cultural change is impossible without a knowledge of

the way media work as environments™*®

Marshall Mcluhan’s conception of media as the possessors of inherent causal
characteristics proves surprising pervasive in the study of communications technology as
a whole, amongst not only media scholars but also historians and technologists. These
deten;xinist readings are often fashioned by degrees of adherence to one or more of
several consistent trends. The first and most prevalent of these is a perception of
technology being anchored firmly at “the root of social change”.*’ This is by no means a

new reading; indeed it was in this tradition that Sir Francis Bacon observed:

“Printing, gunpowder and the magnet...these three things have changed the whole

fact and state of things throughout the world”*°

8 Mcluhan, 1967, p26.
“ pool, 1983, pé6.
3% Bacon in Burtt, 1939. p4.
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Secondly, one can chart the establishment of a theoretical linkage between media,
in its role as a causal agent, and the nature of the change as revolutionary.
Communication technologies, it appears, bear the responsibility for the creation of an
entirely new social order.

Finally, media determinism appears to be framed by perceptions of the role which
causal agents play in the succession of time. Often this is a Fukuyaman vision of
historical pfogression toward the “End of History”,”' encompassing notions of
improvement or forward movement driven by technology. In effect “technological
innovation is progress”.52 This history of communications technology is analogous to a
series of signposts on the road to perceptually superior modes of existence; ‘the
industrial’, ‘the democratic’, and most notably in Learner’s analysis ‘the modern’.>
Relevant here is the, former Secretary of State George Shultz’s proposition that “Only a
world of spreading freedom is compatible with human and technological
progress...... History is on freedom’s side”.** This manifests the frequently normative
nature of the propositions that frame some assertions of determinism. Much of
communications scholarship seems to adhere to some version of this ‘stage theory’ of

human development, which for Ong is manifested by the replacement of the oral-aural

stage by the alphabet-print stage, in turn to be superceded by the electronic stage:

5! Fukuyama, 1992, Title.

52 Becker et al, 1986, p27.

33 Lerner was one of the earliest exponents of this theory when he produced the much-referenced work ‘The
Passing of Traditional Society’*. In this major study, which focused to a considerable degree on radio,
Lemer proposed that contact with the media helped the process of transition from a ‘traditional’ to a
‘modernized’ state. Lerner, 1958. Schramm frames that same idea in terms of the media rousing people
from ‘fatalism and a fear of change....individuals’ must come to desire a better life than they have and to
be willing to work for it". The media are presumed, in these studies, to be a neutral force in the process of
development because the direction of change appears to already be pre-determined. Schramm, 1964, p130.




20

“All major advances in consciousness depend on technological transformations

and implementations of the word” [underscore my own]’ 5

Asides from enabling the writing that follows to benefit from a degree of
sontextualisation, it is significant to outline these various trends in determinist thought. -
In order that we may better attempt to determine the nature of, and to critique, the
assumptions/presumptions which lie behind the perceived connection between particular

determinant technologies and political liberalization as is it stated below:

“Freedom is fostered when the means of communication are dispersed,
decentralized, and made easily available, as are printing presses or
microcomputers. Central control is more likely when the means of

communication are concentrated, monopolized and scarce”.®

This presumption of a specifically directional tendency in determinant change readily
adopts all three of the frameworks above (causality; revolution and progression). It is able
to link itself closely to these various notions by means of co-opting conceptions of the
marketplace of ideas, and as a facet of this, ideational pluralisms connection to the

promotion of democracy.

** Shultz, 1985, p716-721.
%5 Ong, 1977, ps.
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Why a technology of freedom?

“Ideational pluralism, [can be] defined as a situation in which multiple sources of
ideas, images and news are widely accessible to the public. When it becomes
commonplace for the citizens of a particular state to have access to a gréatly
expanded quantity of news, facts, and ideas, governments will face greater
difficulties in maintaining their hegemony over the distribution of information and

. .. . 7
ideologies in the domestic arena”.’

The concept which connects this notional ‘marketplace of ideas’,*® to
democratization is firmly rooted in the perception that access to, and control over,
information denotes power.® The marketplace of ideas signifies a situation in which all
ideas and opinion are given space to be heard and compete with others, the best (i.e. the
most ‘true’) will win out.®’ As the portion of the society that is able to access multiple
and competing ideas increases so does the autonomy of these citizens from any
centralized authority which may wish to constrain them.*! As certain media technologies
facilitate this increasingly horizontal diffusion of the control over information it is

correspondingly difficult for authoritarian rulers to ensure that their societies remain

‘closed’ to alternate ideas, which may challenge or undermine their power. In the

%6 Pool, 1983, ps.

57 Taubman, 1998, p257.

% This concept was originated in the Supreme Court by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes. He claimed that
societies ultimate good “is better reached by free trade in ideas — that the best test of truth is the power of
the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market”, Abrams v United States, 250 U.S. 616,
630 (Holmes J - dissenting).

59 Wriston, 1993,

% Mclntosh & Cates, 1997.

¢ Wriston, 1993.
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example of the collapse of the Soviet Union it bis proffered that “people were better
informed than ever before about the past consequences of totalitarianism, helping them
better understand now what was at stake”.% Highlighted here is the perceived
significance of the ability to compare, both ones present with ones past and ones present
with the present of others. The freedom of information which is necessary for ideational

pluralism is perceived to allow this:

“The ability to compare one’s economic and political lifestyle with that of citizens
in other countries or eras can be problematic when it calls into question the

supposed success of policies undertaken by the incumbent regime”.®

This perception that “Revolutions do not occur until people learn that there is an
alternative to their way of life”® is firmly rooted in Huntington’s scholarship concerning

the ‘snowball’ effect of democratization:

“[1t] may be variously termed demonstration effect, contagion, diffusion,
emulation, snowballing, or perhaps even the domino effect. Successful
democratization occurs in one country and this encourages democratization in

other countries”.®’

52 Shane, 1994, p261.

¢ Taubman, 1998, p258.
& Wriston, 1993, p121.

% Huntington, 1991, p100.

!
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Huntington goes on to extol the role which media technologies may play in this process,

although stops short of suggesting that the technologies themselves were determinant

factors.

Kedzie proffers a very similar rendition of the demonstration effect, however

what is instructive in this case is to take particular note of the concluding line of the quote

below:

“New communication technologies enable citizens of prospective democracies to
learn more about how other societies operate. If they discoyer that others living
elsewhere live more freely and appear to have a higher quality of life, not only in
a materialistic sense, they are inclined to seek more freedom and democracy for

themselves. Independent of whether one takes the position that freedom is

inherently good or bad”. ¢ [underscore my own]

The implication here is that when offered choice between competing ideas in the
marketplace, the concepts which support economic and political liberalization will
always automatically be favoured for adoption. The presumption that this recognition of
liberalizations natural superiority will automatically be reached can be seen as central to
liberal doctrine itself. Within liberal thought the ‘free flow’ of information is celebrated
as a natural phenomenon and thus universal human right. The US for one demonstrated
its commitment to these principles clearly when it withdrew from UNESCO over this
issue in 1984, claiming that discussions of ‘balanced information flows’ indicated that

UNESCO had become politicised, thus implying that the Western conception of free flow
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was a non-political one. Thus the perceived role of information in liberalization (both
political and economic) is framed as a manifestation of an inevitable progression of

history; championed, as being an objective good rather than a subjective one:

“Totalitarian societies face a dilemma: either they try to stiffle these [information

and communication] technologies and thereby fall further behind in the new

industrial revolution, or else they permit these technologies and see their
totalitarian control inevitably eroded. In fact, they do not have a choice, because

they will never be able entirely to block the tide of technological advance.”

[underscore my own])

It is from the theoretical marriage between economic lib'eralizétion and its
political counterpart, originally proffered by Seymour Martin Lipsit®® and more recently
by scholars such as Muravchuck® that the conception of the ‘dictator’s dilemma’ has |
emerged. This theory suggests that the recent necessity of co-opting increasingly open
communications in order to successfully foster economic growth means that “The
dictator may be stuck with a stark choice between securing the rewards of either the
invisible hand or the iron fist, market success or social control...... It may now be
virtually impossible for any country to grow its economy while remaining closed to

democratic ideas”.” I take the ‘dictator’s dilemma’ to be addressing not only the

% Kedzie, 1997, p80-81.
%7 Shultz, 1985, p716.

88 Lipset, 1959,

% Muravchuk, 1991,

™ Kedzie, 1997, p3-12.
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example of the collapse of the Soviet Union it is proffered that “people were better
informed than ever before about the past consequences of totalitarianism, helping them
better understand now what was at stake”.® Highlighted here is the perceived
significance of thé ability to compare, both ones present with ones past and ones present
with the present of others. The freedom of information which is necessary for ideational

pluralism is perceived to allow this:

“The ability to compare one’s economic and political lifestyle with that of citizens
in other countries or eras can be problematic when it calls into question the

supposed success of policies undertaken by the incumbent regime”.%3

This perception that “Revolutions do not occur until people learn that there is an
alternative to their way of life”® is firmly rooted in Huntington’s scholarship concerning

the ‘snowball’ effect of democratization:

“[It] may be variously termed demonstration effect, contagion, diffusion,
emulation, snowballing, or perhaps even the domino effect. Successful
democratization occurs in one country and this encourages democratization in

other countries”.®

82 Shane, 1994, p261.

8 Taubman, 1998, p258.
5 Wriston, 1993, p121.

Lis Huntington, 1991, p100.

!
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perspectives) with segmentation (a narrow-casting niche marketing approach to

selling common products)”.72

Barber argues that we should not make the error of presuming that commercially
liberalized ideas and politically liberalized ideas automatically co-exist as happy
bedfellows: “turning over these technologies to the market, and thus to the consequences
of their privatising, immediate, segmenting characteristics, could only imperil the
conditions needed for public discourse””?

Even if we presume that a genuine ideational pluralism is fostered by particular
communication technologies then should we presume that this necessarily gliarantees a
particular form of interaction with it? From the determinists’ poipt of view the very
capabilities, which are encompassed within a technology, will necessarily dictate the
ways in which people use and interact with that technology. Yet as others point out; “It is
easy to equate more access to information to the potential for democratic ideals to
develop. But this teleology is as naive as are proclamations that assume that the
functioning of the electoral process guarantees democracy.””* We should return at this
juncture to the concepts of ‘mutual shaping’ referenced in the introduction. My
contention would be that the relationship between ideational pluralism and
democratization would require both an initial and ongoing role for the users of the
technology in employing it toward these (one of several possible) ends. The determinist
framing of the functioning marketplace of ideas is based upon an ideal of .democracy

which necessarily involves civic obligation — yet denies the members of this system any

2 Barber, 1998, p2.
7 Barber, 1998, p11; Builder, 1993, p160.
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agency in the fact of their own involvement. Indeed, the functioning of this ideal is
questionable even when the technology is not expectéd td take a determinant role and
becomes increasingly far fetched as agenéy is denied to the participants of the system and
granted only to the technological artefact.

lIt should be noted here that the facilitation of a ‘revolutionary’ process of
liberalization in which a functioning democracy is established where no such thing
previously existed may not require the same tools as those which would sustéin or
improve a system which is already democratic to some degree. To regard these to be the
same would require one to conflate the pre-requisites of Dahl’s notion of polyarchy with
its causal agents75 . Dahl himself does not make this error, yet some determinist scholars

appear unaware of any distinction between the two:

“Public debate — multi directional communication — is a democracy-enabling

synergy of discourse and dissemination. The essence of multi-directional
communication is that all people who receive information via a certain channel
can participate equally within the complete and identical context of the

discussion”.’®

Care should be taken to avoid the conflation of the initial enablement or institution of

democracy and its enhancement or promotion, as they could be, but are not necessarily,

driven by the same factors.”’

L Venegas, 1998, p2.

5 Dahl, 1971.

78 Kedzie, 1997, p26.

" Held, 1993; Diamond, 1997; O'Donnell, 1986
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It is finally possible to contend that viewing the strict limitation of the circulation
of ideas as authoritarian rulers’ only source of power is to misunderstand both the multi-
faceted nature of power78 and to presume that authoritarian regimes rely on a ‘false truth’.
Firstly, bec:cluse it assumes that if information flow can not be blocked then it can not be
controlled. There is a presumption here that state control in order to be effective needs to
be airtight and this is not necéssarily true. As I hope to explicate in later chapters, ex-ante
censorship is only one 6f many forms of control. It is also interesting to note Roszak’s

theories of data glut here:

“There can be too much information. So much that the forest gets lost among the
trees. The result is then a new variety of politics in which governments do not
restrict the flow of information but flood the public with it. One is reminded of
Orwell’s 1984, where Big Brother’s ubiquitous loud speakers steadily drone on
with bewildering statistics of production and consumption, To be sure, in 1984 the
information was monolithic; there was no critical competition. But where
competing sources do exist, as in our society, the strategy of government is not to
censor but to counter fact with fact, number with number, research with
research...... [Yet] in all cases, we are confronted by sprawling conceptions of
information that work from the assumption that thinking is a form of information

processing and that, therefore, more data will produce better understanding™”

78 Power, it should be noted can be considered to be an essentially contested concept. Lukes, 1986; Clegg,

1989.
™ Roszak, 1986, p162-3, 165.
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Secondly, it also assumes the normative superiority and desirability of ideas
concerning economic and political liberalism to all who come in contact with them.
However, there is no guafantee that a simple exposure to liberal ideas will lead to a desire
to institute them. Despite the fact that they are often proffered to be universal, this
conception of universality can alternately be viewed as a construction which is part of the
liberal project itself.*® Because liberalism perceives all societies to be moving toward the
same end-point (conceptions championed in the ‘developed world’ such as individual
freedom and a universally consistent standard of human rights to exercise this freedom)
these concepts, and their promotion, seem natural and universal when in-fact they are
constructed. For those, such as F ll.lkuyama,8l who see capitalism and liberal democracy as
the ‘end of history’ this notion of perfectibility is accepted uncritically and continues to
be fostered in liberal discourse. The notion that liberal democracy and capitalism will
homogenise the world is thus endowed with the mantle of ‘truth’ as no alternative
‘development’ is perceived to be possible. This is turn lead to a self-perception of
democratic governments as truth tellers and dictatorships as sinister manipulators of the

public mind.*

% Whilst acknowledging the fact that the concept of liberalism is historically variant and disputed I take it
here, and throughout this paper to indicate a doctrine in which; The only agreed upon ‘common good’ is the
institution of the ability (nominally through political pluralism) for the individual to choose which lesser
goods to subscribe to. Mulhall & Swift, 1992. 1t is also important to note that the doctrine I refer to here
also presumes the existence of a rationality, which aids a person’s choice of this common good, and which
is essentially universal (Rawls, 1999).

8! Fukuyama, 1992.

®Theories of the social construction of reality have their theoretical origin within sociology, and are
commonly associated with the writings of Schulz, Berger and Luckmann. For Schulz people’s stock of
knowledge actively forms their perception of reality. This stock of knowledge is experienced as an
objective world, independent of their own will and confronting them as fact, rather than being an object of
reflection it is understood by people in a commonsense fashion as reality itself. Berger & Luckmann, 1966,
p3, Schulz, 1962.
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“From the perspective of the source of the communication. ...rejection of its
message is likely to be explained in terms of its audience being ‘out of touch with
reality’ and being unable to recognize the truth. The audience may be seen as the

victim of lies, half-truths, brainwashing, indoctrination, and propaganda”.®?

Conclusion

I have attempted to avoid the discussion of particular technologies within this literature
review yet must now highlight the fact that two are repeatedly singled out as displaying
the revolutionary characteristics which bring about specifically directional and
liberalizing change. These are the printing press and the Internet." Both of these
technologies are touted as especially conducive to facilitating liberalization because they
are perceived to have certain innate ‘characteristics’ which foster the type of ideational
pluralism which is perceived, in turn, to foster the liberalization of authoritarian regimes.
In the following chapters, I will examine the perceived manifestation of these
characteristics in a critical light first in the case of print and then in the case of the
Internet, in an attempt to demonstrate the ways in which they can be seen to be malleable
and may be shaped to serve the purposes of a variety of different goals — including the
sustenance of authoritarian regimes. In turn I hope to argue that this suggests that the
determinists have been too hasty in claiming the existence of an inbuilt link between

certain media technologies and liberalization.

8 Washburn, 1992, p50.
* Pool, 1983; Kedzie, 1997; Rheingold, 1991; Winston, 1998.
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CHAPTER2

THE PRINTING PRESS AS AN AIDE TO AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES:

THE CASE OF MID-MILLENIA EUROPE

The printing press is variously categorized as “an inétrument of popularity”ss and
a “challenge to authority”.% Many trends connected to early printing would indeed
appear to support this connection. Print’s perceived potential for liberalization would
appear to lie in the shift to large-scale output (in comparison to limited scribal
production), which it engendered. This increased output in turn lead to a greater
accessibility to the word, and the ideas which it expressed, no longer just for the elite but
increasingly for the public at large. It is possible to argue that an increése in information
acted to empower people who had previously not enjoyed as wide an access to various

types of knowledge, in political, social and educational terms.

“It was inevitable that the new device could not be held for long from reaching
the masses. The linear revolution brought with it social, political and economic
change. As more people became literate, the opportunity for communication

increased. And, with the increase in communication, came a greater individual

% Small, 1982, Title.
% pool, 1983, p15.
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sense of freedom and a greater involvement in government. Public opinion

became articulate through print”.!‘l7

This chapter will argue, however, that in the first two hundred years following its
invention, print did more to contribute to and bolster the trend towards absolutism than it
did to undermine it. Firstly, I argue that the inability of the monarchy to achieve complete
censorship was not damning given their ability (comparative to other groups) both to
achieve some degree of censorship and more importantly to foster extensive self-
censorship in the way in which the medium and its product were utilized, through legal,
social and economic methods. Secondly, I will also suggest that contrary to the
appearance of a balanced marketplace of ideas, the monarchy was able to retain its
position as a primary voice, through the use of propaganda. Again I do not suggest that
print was a causal factor here — I do however contend that it was a highly uéeful tool and
in the hands of the monarchy and was important, possibly even crucial, in the sustenance

of absolutist rule during this period.

A few explanatory notes are necessary. [ have chosen to focus on a two hundred
year time period because I feel that it enables me to better gauge the repercussions of the
introduction of print than a short time span, such as its initial diffusion (which lasted
approximately fifty years). If one views the establishment of the Long Parliament in
England as the beginning of the demise of absolute monarchy in Europe then this study,

hopefully, is simplified by halting short of that date. [ have narrowed my ﬁeld of study

%7 Steinberg, 1970, Introduction.
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using examples from only three European monarcﬁies: England, France and Spain, for
the simple reason that they illustrate this argument with the most clarity.

This is an entirely purposeful simplification and I note that many other trends in
Europe during this period contradict the link between centralization and print, both within
the countries from which I choose to draw examples and from other countries entirely
such as the Dutch Republic. I do not intend to belittle the role of print in certain anti-
monarchical and republican movements throughout Europe; I believe that this trend is
also significant. However, I feel that one can state that in the initial period examined here
(until the early-mid 1600s) the trend by which print strengthened monarchies rather than
undermined them was a great deal more prominent than any other.

The specific technology I am making reference to here is movable type. Although
evidence exists of movable type in eleventh century China, I use the term print here to |
refer to its second appearance in fifteenth century Europe, with Guttenberg’s invention of
movable metal type in the fourteen forties. The technology spread extensively
throughout Europe during its first fifty years, and as a physical object remained relatively

static during the two hundred year period I discuss here.

Monitoring: The Most Effective Form of Censorship:

It is plausible to contend that a ‘characteristic’ that is indeed inherent to print is
the virtual impossibility of enforcing total or universal censorship. Yet, even so it would
be a misstep to imagine that it is in any way unique to print as a media form, or that print

in itself fostered the heresy that political centralizers sought to control. Having said this,
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although censorship was of course impossible to effect in entirety, the European

monarchs did a better job than any other single group (including the Catholic Church)®® at
censoring material that proved pernicious to their cause. In other words, while no other
group had any consistent means of preventing the message of the Crown from being
successfully disseminated, the Crown in some- instances actually proved itself reasonably |
capable at censoring others. Therefore to the degree that it was possible to limit ideational
pluralism and the expression of critical thought it was the monarchy which had the
resources to do so.

One of the most significant patterns to be acknowledged in this respect was the
monarchs’ realisation that difficulties concerning censorship could be offset by the
increased capabilities to monitor dissent afforded by print. In many countries printers
were required to submit works for approval to governmental, or mixed

governmental/religious bodies, before being granted a license to print them.® However,

as print expanded and the logistics of this operation became increasingly less plausible,
committees were created with the express purpose of taking charge of the evaluation of
works already in print and rooting out pernicious literature.®® These ranged from
academic bodies®' such as the University of Cologne or the Sorbonne, to non-academic
lay collectives appointedl by monarchs, to groups of priests and ecclesiastical courts.

Some of these bodies were, at least nominally, independent of the Crown, but

88 Some over-simplification has proved necessary regarding the use of phraseology relating to both
religious and temporal authority. The use of the term ‘Church’, (with a capital C), is intended to denote the
institutional Catholic Church throughout. I make reference here to the entire institutional framework of the
Catholic Religion from the Papacy down to the Priest; as far as they are acting on behalf (or believe they
are acting on behalf) of the Papal hierarchy. In the use of the terms monarchy, Crown and dynasty 1 refer to
the individual ruler, and only to the ‘royal household’ and administration as far as this represents the
extended will of this individual and acts in accordance with or to further this.

% Siebert, 1952.

% Gilmont, 1998.
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increasingly one can see even the religious bodies becoming directly responsible to the
monarch, the best example of this being the Spanish Inquisition.92 Indeed, the monarchy,
with the coercive machinery of the newly emerging nation-state behind it, presented the
threat of much more tangible repercussions to heretical printers than did the Church or
the Academy. It was the monarchs who had both the resources and the prerogative to
create policing networks, appoint official wardens with powers to hunt for heretical
literature,” and to inflict demonstrative punishments, including public executions.

It was the transition to print culture that enabled this extension of the
institutionalised monitoring of dissent. One of the central effects rendered by this
demonstration of the ability to monitor, indeed the key to its success as a strategy of
control — the creation of self-censorship. The inability to monitor self-censorship in any

tangible or quantifiable way should not be taken to indicate its non-existence.

‘Rule through Law’: A demonstration of power:

Even in cases where heretical literature did evade the royal censors the
mechanisms of censorship and monitoring can still be considered to represent an
extension in the theoretical scope of royal power in its ability to impinge upon citizen’s
lives.”* This extension of power was sometimes partially camouflaged by the use of
intermediary bodies; such as the Stationers Company in England and the Spanish

Inquisition. More often, however, it manifested itself in a dramatic extension of the

°1 Febvre & Martin, 1976.

%2 Gilmont, 1998.

%3 Clair, 1966; Febvre & Martin, 1976.
% Rex, 1993.
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state’s ability to encroach on the actions of its citizens through a legal and administrative
framework. The institution of legalistic and administrative structures should be viewed
here as an example of ‘Rule through Law’ as opposed to. ‘Rule of Law’.>*

One can trace examples of legal structures and restrictions around expression that
had never existed prior to the reaction of the monarchy to print culture. Indeed, the trend
certainly appears to have been towards an attempt at a much more comprehensive form of
regulation than had previously beén witnessed with scribal culture. One of the most
tangible examples of this can be found in the emergence of lists of prohibited reading
material. It is interesting to note that texts that had circulated freely in manuscript form
suddenly found themselves included on these lists of prohibited books in the sixteenth
century.96

Across Europe laws were passed by the hundreds banning the printing and
reading of various literature ranging from the Bible to anything printed in a foreign
language. What should be noted here is that the defenition of heretical was often anything
but specific, indeed it was as wide as “any title directed against the pope, the emperor,

297

princes or against good taste”” " or “all books derogatory of the queen and the established

religion”.*®

A bevy of codified restrictions surrounding the ownership and operation of
printing technology also emerged. In many cases, printers needed to be authorized in
order to work and moreover were forced to conduct their businesses in capital cities,”

and often printers were legally limited to owning one press and all print machinery

- Jayasuriya, 1996.
% Hirsch, 1974.

*7 Hirsch, 1974, p97.
* Siebert, 1952, p60.
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required a license of ownership.'®® Additionally, in many countries printers were required
to submit works for approval to governmental, or mixed govemmental/religious bodies
before they could be granted a licehse to print them.'®" These new controls did not only
affect printers within the confines of a particular monarch’s domain. Since much heretical
literature came from abroad, this often led to a ban on the import and purchase of foreign
books.'? In some cases, this also extended to the limitation or banning of employment
for foreign joumeymaﬁ printers.'03

These new restrictions were by no means comprehensively adhered to. Yet their
creation and codification does represent an increase in the ability of the monarchy to

impinge upon the daily lives of its subjects. The codified laws, which emerged

surrounding print technology, were an important facet of the public demonstration of
power; their value lay less in the ability they afforded to prosecute wrongdoers and more

in the ability to dissuade people from engaging in any wrongdoing in the first place.

Economic Control: Carrots and Sticks

The monarchy also quickly discovered that economic incentives (and
punishments) were often just as, if not more, effective than legal ones. The formation of
guilds was one of the methods used, and proved on occasion to be a highly effective one.
These guilds were federations of master tradesmen who, in return for monopolistic

printing privileges, aided the government in censuring the output of the entire national

% Febvre & Martin, 1976; Clair, 1966.

1% Clair, 1966.

101 Siebert, 1952.

122 pebvre & Martin, 1976; Clair, 1966; Martin, 1969.
13 Clair, 1966.
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body of printers.'® The English Stationers Company (which operated from 1552-1695) is
perhaps the most notorious of these. The Company actively administered and enforced
the rights of monopoly granted by the Crown, and to this end often served as the primary
instrument of suppression in the censorship of unlicenséd works.!%

A guild also existed in Paris; it contained 24 master publishers two of whom were
appointed each year to errsee the prevention of libelous, incendiary or heretical work.'%
They were responsible for ensuring tﬁat all books arriving from abroad, even addressed to

1'7 and from 1618 onwards all

private individuals, were checked for heretical materia
domestic books were also subject to their examination.'® The degree to which they were
successful in their duties of censorship was due largely to anger within the trade at the
number of printers, as so few could actually secure regular work.'” After 1618 not more
than one publisher, one printer and one binder were admitted to the guild every year in
order to try and keep numbers down.''® Each volume produced by guild printers was
required to have the name and trademark of the publisher printed inside the cover.''!
Mechanisms such as patents of monopoly or royal privileges employed as a

means of handing out royal favor' ' were granted only to those who operated within this

framework. This often entailed considerable financial rewards for a printer who won an

exclusive monopoly over a special group of publications, for instance, prayer books or

1% Gaskell, 1972, Siebert, 1952; Clair, 1966.
195 Siebert, 1952; Bennett 1956,

1% pytnum, 1897.

197 Martin, 1969.

1% Martin, 1969.

19 Martin, 1969.

1% pytnam, 1897.

" putnam, 1897.

"2 Eebvre & Martin, 1976.
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reading primers.“3 In England this proved especially effective in enabling the Crown to

keep certain printers in tow:

“[The] system had several distinct advantages. It strengthened the hand of the
Crown by making it possible to withdraw a printing patent. Elizabeth shuffled the

patents about among the printers, rewarding here and penalizing there”.!!

The Spanish Crown, on the other hand, saw potential for raising revenue and sold off
these printing privileges, probably not inexpensively.l '3 The granting of monopolies
created hierarchies, splitting the ranks of printers between those within the guilds and
those excluded.''®

Finally, economic barriers to production allowed the monarchy a certain measure of
control. The establishment of a printing press required a substantial capital investment.
In the majority éf cases the expense of printing (whether in establishing the presses,

117

funding the equipment or in the print run itself)’ ' created a relationship of dependence

between a printer and a patron.’ 8 It would appear that in many instances “the most

"9 were the monarchy.'®

generous patrons available
In sum, the fact that the potential for the technology to foster ideational pluralism
did not guarantee that this pluralism came to fruition, or that people had access to this

‘marketplace of ideas’ even if it did exist. Rather the monarchy proved quite adept at

" Hirsch, 1974.

14 Siebert, 1952, p39.

"> Norton, 1966.

"6 Gaskell, 1972.

"7 Gaskell, 1972; Oswald, 1928; Hirsch, 1974; Febvre & Martin, pp115.
"8 Hirsch, 1974.

1"? Kingdon, 1964, p20.
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limiting peoples’ access to both the medium and its products through a number of
measures, social and economic. The fact that total censorship was no longer possible, in

no way precluded the continuation of official control.

Propaganda: Flooding the Marketplace of Ideas

In any examination of the relationship between monarchical power and the
emergence of the printing press it is critical to examine, not only the 'm.eans by which the
Crown controlled the technology, but also the ways in which it was able to exploit print
for its own gain. Thus we must turn to an examination of the press as a mechanism of
absolutist propaganda. This propaganda came in both overt and covert forms, both of
which will be addressed below (although often the distinction between the two is subtle).

One obvious means by which print bolstered the power of the monarchy was its
exploitation as a medium through which power could be displayed. Indeed, it provided a
forum through which the monarchy could assert itself on the mass consciousness in an
entirely new way and with a dramatically increased sc:op_e.12 ! This was achieved both
through the use of printed images (which were of huge significance to the illiterate which
formed the majority of the European population at this time), and through printed script.
The introduction of print enabled the pictorial image of the monarch to become much
more widespread than it had previously been. Given the fact that paper money did not
emerge until the late sixteen-hundreds, the circulation of recognizable and clear images,

as opposed to the largely indistinguishable impressions found on coins, marked an

120 Martin, 1994: Norton, 1966.
12! Eisenstein, 1983.
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important first.'? There is also evidence of the reproduction of official state portraits by
engravers to be disseminated in printed form''?® To similar ends, illustrated placards were
used in French urban centers as a means of monarchical glorification, stressing the close
connection between the dynasty and the realm.'** Indeed, Chartier warns against the
frequent assumption that placards were always critical of the monarchy. To the contrary
“They served royal policy; they were a weapon of the state. This confirms how hazardous
it is to equate mass-distributed print pieces such as placards or libelles with oppositional
forms of expression”.125 Regardless of content, the simple dedication of works also acted
to reinforce the monarchies omnipotence, a good example provided by Edmund
Spenser’s dedication of his poem ‘Faerie Queen’ to Elizabeth I.'*® The reproduction of
dynastic emblems, notably on the bindings of texts as well as inside them, may also have
been significant.'?’ These dedicétions and emblems could .be dismissed as simply
reflections of the strength Qf a monarchy, which enjoyed its power for other reasons, yet
in turn they can be seen to have bolstered absolutism due to their role in the constant and
widespread reification of centralized dynastic power.

In several respects printing can also be seen to have aided the monarchs in
guiding the direction of the steadily increasing national machinery of government that
allowed them to exert their ‘rule’ within these emergent national territories more
effectively. Although government during this period was still based firmly on the

dynastic realm and does not represent any maturation of the modern ‘state’ as such,128

122 Bisenstein, 1983,

'2 Strong, 1984.

124 jouhaud in Chartier, 1987.

5 Chartier, 1987, p257.

126 Stone, 1965.

27 Martin, 1994,

128 Creveld, 1999; Kingdon, 1974,
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one can chart the emergence of important political players within government including
assemblies and the bureaucracy. The form, function, and even existence, of government
assemblies varied greatly throughout Europe (and our three countries) across the span of
the two centuries examined here, thus general trends are difficult to gauge. Nonetheless,
at least initially, print served to strengthen the perception of all administrative bodies as
controlled by the Crown. This is reflected in printed images of the English Parliament
throughout this period, which always feature a centrally placed monarch presiding over
affairs.'”® In France, where monarchs suffered under a notoriously difficult working
relationship with the Paris Parlement, particular printed works were clearly intended to
bolster the monarch’s cause. Cardin Le Bret’s ‘De la Souveraineté du Roy’ argues for the
sole sovereignty of the king and his control over a Parlement that should enjoy no
jurisdiction of its own.'*°

The printed word is also notewbrthy for its important role in monarchical
glorification. As was the case with images, written accounts sometimes referred to as
‘festival books’ were employed to describe multiple royal occasions of significance
including christenings, birthdays, betrothals, weddings, funerals, coronations, royal
entries, visits by foreign princes and ambassadors and victory or peace celebrations.
These publications were, for the most part, entirely commissioned and financed by the

court, and were no doubt viewed as important investments:

“The festival book was expressly designed to emphasize the magnificence of the

festival, to bring out the political and dynastic significance of the iconography and

2% See reproductions in Hoak, 1995.
130 (enecht, 1991.
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allegorical glorification of Louis XIII’s foreign policy.13 § This trend was not only
confined to drama; several scholars argue for the existence of a French tradition in which
monarchs patronized vernacular poetry, the creators of which produced popular works in
exultation of the Crown."*’

European monarchs also used historiographers extensively during this period,
employing annalists and historians to produce pieces glorifying both the monarch’s
individual import in the history of the realm and the eminence of their dynasty. French
monarchs Catherine de Medici, Charles IX and Henri III all employed royal
historiographers to this end.'*®

The monarchy employed print widely for the purpose of justifying chosen courses
of action, stating its position on'an issue,'® and as general propaganda. Frequently the
monarchy would stop short of attaching authorship to pieces which it produced to support
various courses of action, thhs enabling the texts to be presented as ‘impartial fact’ rather
than propaganda.'*® These government declarations were sometimes printed in as many
as four or five languages so as to obtain the widest readership possible.'*!

Among Richelieu’s various print-based strategies, he ensured that weekly and
annual news publications were favorable to the Crown, if necessary by becoming directly

involved with their production.'*? In addition, to this Richelieu engaged in a substantial

135 Martin, 1994.

136 K necht, 1991.

137 Kencht, 1991; Myers, 1982; Gautier, 1891.
1% Martin, 1993.

1 Siebert, 1952.

10 Bennett, 1965.

1 Bennett, 1965.

12 Chappell, 1970; Martin, 1969; Knecht, 1991,
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amount of small pamphleteering,'*® and oversaw the creation of an elaborate royal
typeface, the ‘Imprimerie Royal’, to add gravitas to state.publications.144

Across the channel in England, one can credit Thomas Cromwell with having pre-
empted many of these strategies in his drive to gain support for Henry VIII, after the
break with Rome in the fifteen thirties. Much of the literature patronized by Cromwell
was of a theoretical nature, both from humanists such as Starkey and leading ecclesiastics

1 145

such as Tunstall."" He also funded English translations of existent anti-papist tracts from

the thirteen hundreds.'*® Like Richelieu, he engaged in pamphleteering, releasing

7 and

" numerous vernacular anti-papist polemics, in an attempt to reach a wider audience,'
ensured that the sermons of reforming preachers were circulated in print. It was also clear
that, at least at one point, Cromwell and Henry VIII viewed the vernacular bible as an
essential propaganda tool.'*®

Crucially, printing also aided monarchs in communicating with their citizens
‘over-the-heads’ of assemblies, the bureaucracy and the landed elite. In this respect print
represented a welcome change for rulers who had previously employed “the cumbersome
methods of manuscript to communicate with their subjects”.'** Royal placards,

distributed by the Crown, included bans against disturbance of the peace,'*® general

announcements, prohibitions of begging, notices of mint regulations designed to combat

143 Knecht, 1991.

14 Chappell, 1970.

145 Loades, 1999.

146 |oades, 1999.

147 Eisenstein, 1983.

18 Gilmont, 1998; Hoak, 1995; Siebert, 1952.
149 K faits, 1976, pé.

150 Hirsch, 1974.
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inflation,””' and propaganda persuading reluctant townspeople to pay taxes for the

support of more far flung royal projects and wars:'*2

“Conflicts involving taxation, coinage manipulation, civil or foreign wars, social
reform, or religious controversy, were almost always invariably accompanied by a
torrent of royal persuasive words. Edicts regulating commerce, grain prices, and
the wages of laborers were sometimes issued in propagandistic phrasing Which
somehow underscored the king’s sovereignty in proclaiming them and the need

for subjects to accept them for the national good”.l53

Hirsch claims that the secular government’s use of print for political purposes predates

'134 and it is also suggested that official

the appearance of the ‘opinionated printer
government printing made up a large part of early publishing.'>> Creveld cites a trend
during this period of the monarchy gaining power vis-a-vis urban centers, which had a
history of asserting themselves against higher authority.'*® If this was indeed the case
then print may well have helped them achieve this, as the Crown held ultimate control

17 which provided the perfect site for official placards to receive

over all outside walls,
the widest possible attention. The ability to reach their populations without relying on the
Church or the elites enabled the Crown greater flexibility in both setting its own agenda

and in strengthening its position vis-a-vis other powerful groups such as the gentry which

15! Hirsch, 1974.

52 Myers, 1982.

133 Myers, 1982, p333.
154 Hirsch, 1974.

155 Katz, 1995.

136 Creveld, 1999.

157 Martin, 1994.
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had previously enjoyed closer physical proximity to the populace and thus a more
effective means of propagating their own interests rather than those of the Crown.

Many of these uses of print served to lift the monarch to the threshold of the
superhuman and the evolution of print can be seen to mark a re-emergence of the cult of
personality, not seen since the Roman Empire.'*® Especially in the case of Franée, and
fnost notably during the reigns of Louis XIII and Louis VIX one can clearly chart the use
of print in “an effort to make tangible the mystique of kingship that lay at the heart of
absolutism, lifting the monarch above mere humanity to the plane of the supernatural
myth”."*® This era saw the development and printed dissemination of the concept of the
‘divine right of kings’.160 Elevating monarchs to “the threshold of the supematural”.'61
This notion was formulated as a means of competing with the Papacy’s claim to universal
monarchy by divine right, with the assertion of a counter claim to divine appointment on
the part of individual monarchs.'®?

I have already highlighted the means by which monarchs employed print in their
efforts to retain (at least temporarily) strict co_ntrol over newly emergent powers such as
assemblies and the bureaucracy, however print can be seen as far more significant in the
role it played in aiding the monarchies cause in a more long standing battle for power:-
the struggle against the Catholic Church for political dominance. The relationship

between the Church, the monarchy and the dissemination of print worked, for the most

part, to the advantage of the Crown, although often in a less than direct fashion.

138 Katz, 1995.

19 Klaits, 1976, p12, also see Knecht, 1991.
160 Anderson, 1986.

1! Klaits, 1976, p11.

162 Figgis, 1934,
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The huge majority of Richelieu’s propaganda was couched in notions of the
divine status of the King'®® and the primacy not of Latin Christendom but of the French

nation:'®*

“The pamphlets sponsored by Richelieu clearly point to a laicization of French
political thought. Religious justifications for political actions are increasingly set
aside in favor of justifications arising out of the national interest or reasons of
state. While the pamphleteers still do not see France as a secular state, they

separate the interests of state and religion more clearly than even before”.'®

This came in several forms one of the most prominent being religiously couched

indoctrination. In newly Protestant England, increased dissemination of the vernacular

Bible can also be seen as instrumental to the monarch’s cause.

“Queen Elizabeth’s pre-coronation pageantry established a precedent for renewed
imitation of her father’s use of the English Bible as a symbol for governance by a
‘godly’ monarch. When the Bishops’ Bible succeeded the Gréat Bible as the
official Elizabethan translation (1568), its allegorical title pages looked back to

l the Henrician Bibles by using the sovereign as a nexus for symbols of authorship,
authority, and authorization. Visible at the front of Bibles available by law in

every parish church, the entire series of monarchal figures must have been

163 Kiernan, 1980.
164 Creveld, 1999.
'3 Knecht, 1991, p172.
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thoroughly familiar to the English population as images of royal permission and

control”.'%

This was achieved in France by printing and dispatching the same sermon to widespread

diocese to try and ensure that all religious oration was acceptable to the king.l67

Nationalism: The Language of Control

These new means of displaying monarchical power also aided the development of
another concept which proved advantageous to the monarchy. It is widely agreed among
historians and scholars of bibliography that print played a significant role in the
development of the early stages of nationalism.'®® This can be perceived as hugely
beneficial to monarchs struggling to gain autonomy from the papacy. In the absence of
print the ‘community’ of Christendom had been necessarily mediated by the priest who
connected this concept with the more tangible local community. However, the new and
widespread visual and textual reminders of the centrality of monarchy increasingly
allowed a new ‘imagined community’,'®® encompassing the nation and headed by the
monarch, to supercede the old.

Although, to a degree, print was also used to support Christendom as an imagined

community, this task was almost exclusively executed in Latin and was therefore

undermined by the increased popularity of the vernacular.'’

' King in Hoak, 1995, p122.

17 Klaits, 1976. : :

18 Anderson, 1983; Anderson, 1986; Eisenstein, 1983; Hirsch, 1974; Kennedy, 1988; Martin, 1969 &
1994; McLuhan, 1962; Myers, 1982.

RS L " S———

S ——




50

“Print in turning the vernaculars into mass media, or closed systems, created the
uniform, centralizing forces of modern nationalism......It may well be that print
and nationalism are axiological and co-ordinate, simply because by print a people
sees itself for the first time. The vernacular in appearing in high visual definition

affords a glimpse of social unity co-extensive with vernacular boundaries”.!”!

Printing gave a new fixity and standardization to national languages which they had not
previously enjoyed. '72 1t is argued that in order to make print runs economically feasible
sizable groups of readers needed to be able to comprehend the text, this in itself
prejudiced against the production of texts that contained spellings or expressions of a
distinctly dialectical or provincial character.'” The necessity of cutting characters in print
as opposed to the freedom which the scribe enjoyed to make individual alterations to
texts also forced the standardization of national languages' ™ and arrested linguistic
drift.'”® As far as standardization did occur, this in turn encouraged and was encouraged
by the emergence of absolutist monarchies. As Martin astutely observes “Linguistic
considerations closely connected to the will of the governing powers played an important

role...... With printing, victory always went to the strongest forces, whose idiom the

authorities used as a vehicle, ineluctably setting up a written language that contrasted H

with the diversity of spoken dialects”.'”® These “languages-of-power”!”” both served as

169 Anderson, 1983.

7% Anderson, 1983, Chl.

7! McLuhan, 1962, p199/p217.
172 Anderson, 1983.

'3 Hirsch, 1974; Steinberg, 1959.
' Martin, 1994,
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forcible administrative tool for centralized monarchies'’® and competed with Latin, This
provided a telling representation of thé wider struggle between Christendom and |
individual European monarchs; “The fall of Latin exemplified a larger process in which
the sacred communities integratéd by old sacred languages were gradually fragmented,
pluralized, and territorialized”.!”

There can also be little doubt that the European monarchs of this period
recognized the advantages of linguistic uniformity:'* “Propaganda intended to instill and
cultivate nationalism and censorship with the aim of keeping the concept intact are in
evidence and closely linked with the development of kingship”.'®! Useful examples of an
awareness of linguistic significance on the part of monarchs can be found in the
establishment of the Academie Francaise under Louis VIII, its statutes declaring that its
principle object was the promotion of the French language. To this end it was enjoined to
codify principles of vernacular rhetoric and poetry and to compile an official
dictionary.'®? One can also recognize this trend across the channel where the English
Queen Eleanor (wife of Edward I), personally patronized vernacular transiations of Latin
texts.

The growth of print also accelerated the emergence of nationalism in another way
- with the arrival of the travel books as a literary genre. Hirsh argues that there was a
definite and broadly based interest in texts outlining the early discoveries amongst
vernacular readers.'® Although this may or may not have been a widely read genre it is

perfectly feasible that for those who did encounter accounts such as those of Marco Polo,

'7® McLuhan, 1962.

' Anderson, 1983, p25.

1% McLuhan, 1962; Febvre & Martin, 1976.
181 Myers, 1982, p331.
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these served to territorialize ideas of national otherness,' o establishing the nation in a
“competitive, comparative field”.'®> Eisenstein suggests that the increased production and

standardization of maps engendered by print served to heighten awareness of national

boundaries. %

Thus, in the case of print one must question the assumption that the circulation of
ideas was necessarily a pre-text to liberalization. Certain ideas, such as the veneration of
dynastic rule and its connection to religion and nation certainly appeared to remain
persuasive during this period, if for no other reason than that they were circulated in a

more prominent and accessible fashion.

Conclusion:

I have hoped to demonstrate that print should not be cast in the role of a threat to
absolutist power given the various means by which it was both controlled and exploited
by the European monarchy. Despite the proposition that print “could not be held for long

187 there is evidence to suggest, firstly, that it was (through

from reaching the masses
direct censorship, monitoring which lead to self-censorship and economic incentives and

disincentives), and, secondly, that even when people did have access to the degree of

variety of opinion which the technology may have helped to facilitate this by no means

**2 Martin, 1993.

' Hirsch, 1978.

18 Although the spread of print was indeed significant in the emerging awareness of difference between
national languages, administrative bodies and cultural habits one should also note the significance of other
factors in this process such as a more widespread exchange of goods and most importantly the
consequences of prolonged European war during this period, Although in recognizing this, one can still
stress the development of printed propaganda and the rise of distinctly nationalist rhetoric as an important
aspect of the art of war. A good example of this is provided by the attention given to Spain, and the
Spaniards, by English printers throughout the reign of Elizabeth [, or indeed by French printers concerning
the English during the fifteenth century Anglo-French war.

18 Anderson, 1983, p23-4.
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guaranteed a marketplace of idéas which lead to political liberalization. Not only did the
European monarchy prove effective in flooding the marketplace with propaganda of a
more sophisticated caliber than its competitors it also had the resources to frame this
within a product which was more easily accessible, more attractive and more heavily
subsidized than its counterparts.

There seems considerable evidence to question the link between any inherent
feature of print technology and political liberalization. both in challehging the assertion
that the technology fostered a freer flow of information and in doubting that seditious

information, as far as it circulated, in fact caused dissent which threatened the power of

the absolutist monarchs.

186 Eisenstein, 1983.
187 Small, 1982, p9.
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CHAPTER3

A GENERAL COMPARISON OF TWO MEDIUMS

“Arguments that communication technologies are neutral may be valid, but only
when considering the technologies in the aggregate. Specific communication
technologies, given their ease of exploitation by certain political entities over

others, tend to confer relative political advantage”'®®

“If we look for historical precedents for this diffusion of power through

information away from the elites, the Renaissance comes to mind”'®

The determivnist school of thought éharacterises the Internet to be ‘decentralized’,
‘interactive’ and ‘lacking in spectrum constrictions’. This chapter will examine these
claims in an attempt to demonstrate the similarities between the two mediums which I am
discussing, print and the Internet. Contending, as I have previously, that the Internet is
better viewed as representing an evolutionary advancement from earlier media rather than
a revolutionary change; the similarities between these two mediums should be noted
here.!*® Despite the assertions made in an effort to co-opt the history of print to support
the determinists agenda it is simultaneously claimed that the Internet is entirely unique

from anything which has gone before it:

'*8 Kedzie, 1997, p23.

%9 Builder, 1993, p159.

1% Both technologies could be seen to have had greater potential to be bi-directional or interactive than
those which went before them. Likewise the introduction of both technologies is often celebrated as
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“asynchronous electronic telecommunication networks likewise represent another
fundamental, substantial and discontinuous improvementﬂ in the ability to
communicate. Modern communication innovations differ from previous
technologies in fundamental ways that relatively favor sovereign individuals over

sovereign governments”'*!

Looking at these claims in a more skeptical light, as potentially evolutionary
changes, rather than revolutionary ones allows us to draw some important comparisons -
between the touted characteristics of the Internet and the earlier media of print. As I hope
to show, given the commonalities which the two mediums share, similar methods of
control and exploitation by authoritarian rulers may prove as effective with the newer
technology as they did with the older one.

In order to examine this, I will attempt to evaluate the ways in which the so called
‘characteristics’ of these technologies (decentralization, interactivity and lack of spectrum
constrictions) relate to the categories which we examined in the previous chapter (an
ability to retain control over the medium and thus limit ideational pluralism, and secondly
the questionability of ideational pluralism as having value). Returning to the themes
touched on in the pervious chapter regarding print I intend to demonstrate that (given my
assertion that the Internet repfesents a change of degree rather than kind) one can suggest
that the same methods would appear to be effective for similar reasons in the case of both

technologies. In a sense, | am evaluating the lessons learned from print and attempting to

marking the partial removal of gatekeepers. Thirdly both technologies are lauded for being unlimited
* sources of continued production, given their lack of spectrum constriction.
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pinpoint ways in which these historical precedents may translate to the case of the
Internet. How can the similar “characteristics” be seen to play out in a comparative
examination of the reaction to/usage of these two technologies by authoritarian regimes?

As I will suggest the strategies adopted in both cases follow remarkably similar lines.

Before we are able to compare the two technologies in detail we need to make a
brief assessment of the meaning attached to the supposedly inherent qualities of each.
One should first acknowledge that the terms ‘decentralization’ and ‘interactivity’ are
employed for a variety of descriptive purposes, often without great consistency or
analytical rigor.'”? Frequently the concept of decentralization is employed as if to indicate
that the very existence of the characteristic necessarily leads to the interactive use of the
medium: “networked computing encourages people to communicate with one another”'*?
[underscore my own]. I consider the relationship between these terms to be as follows:
fora s.yst'em to have the potential to be decentralized is one thing, for it to actually be
interacﬁve is another thing altogether. The first is a pre-condition of the second, yet is not

"¢ To contend that decentralization guarantees interactivity would be to

a guarantee of it.
assume that the system itself could route around any attempt, technical, economic, or skill
based which would prevent people from using it in this way. At this point interactivity

(regardless of the ‘nature’ of the network) is still dependént on people choosing to use the

“technology in this way. There are several reasons why this may not be the case,

including legal or de-facto restrictions and the fear of the penalties which breaking these

191 Wriston, 1993, p122.
12 Both Berman & Weitzner, 1997 and Ira Magaziner, 1998 appear to conflate these two terms.
93 Morrisett, 1998, p7.
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restrictions may bring. A lack of centralization, in itself, fails to unequivocally denote
interactivity.

A comparison of print and Internet technology exémined with regard to
decentralization reveals that while both technologies represent the potential for a marked
decrease in the centralization of gatekeepers, this should in no way be confused with an
absence of gatekeepers. Nor does it mean in either case that the elite do not remain one of
the predominant mediators of content just because other new mediators may emerge.

As far as interactivity is concerned, the comparison is also an interesting one.
What needs to be kept in mind with both technologies is that despite structural
decentralization multiple barriers Still existed to prevent the exploitation of the
technology for the purposes of self-publishing, production or interaction. In both cases
these barriers were financial, legal and skill based (added to which one should not forget
the existence of apathy).

The celebration of a lack of spectrum constrictions also enable parallels to be
drawn between the two mediums. Although the existence of materials needed for print is
exhaustible and, supposedly, those needed for the Internet are not, the dramatic change in
spectrum abundance vis-a-vis the previous culture represented 'by the introduction of both
technologies should be noted. One can likewise argue that the conception of the
relationship between spectrum abundance and ideational pluralism, which were addressed
in Chapter Two, is equally quesﬁonable in regard to both instances (a contention I will

return to later in this chapter)

" Although determinists would argue that the structure of the technology is indeed determinant of the

nature of interaction with it.
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The continued success of various mechanisms of control

Monitoring:

I have hoped to show that the case of print and the authoritarian rulers’
employment of cohesive machinery in attempts to control it demonstrated the following.

Firstly, the ruler proved comparatively better at censoring material that any other group.

Secondly, monitoring was discovered to be more effective than censorship anyway.
Thirdly, even if monitoring is only partial, it created self-censo.rship. How then could we
usefully apply these conclusions to the more recent of the two technologies, the Internet?
I believe, that, as was the case with print, the Internet facilitates the concretisation of
opinion, which is enabled by its potential for interactivity, manifested in the action of
self-publishing (whether this be an e-mail, posting to a message board, etc). As one may
draw a comparison between the relative fixity accorded to opinion in the transition from
oral/scribal culture to print culture, one can compare the permanence of a statement
embedded on a hard drive even after deletion, with the relative temporality of a radio
wave (even when it is recorded) or a sheet of printed paper. Evidence of dissent becomes
increasingly difficult to hide, when the longevity of potential storage capability is

extended.

“Far from preserving our anonymity, the Web makes us far more exposed.
There’s no getting around it. The more we use machines like telephones and
computers for communicating, the more we’re susceptible to surveillance. If you

want to remain anonymous, you have to go lo-tech”!*®
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The Internet, as did print, enables expression specifically by the creation of discourse
which is then thrust into the public domain in a form more tangible, widespread and with
greater longevity than was previously possible. This enables authorities to track dissent
in a much more efficient and effective way and thus may be a feature which potentially

makes people into targets:

“While information flows freely over the networks, the storage of records of all
communication on servers that archive and distribute information means that
Internet communications can be surveyed if a government or institution has a
suspicion about an individual or organization...It may simply be a tool with
which to enhance existing power structures and their controls over individuals

lives and thoughts™.'*®

It would appear that modern states, given their response to the technology, are all too
aware of this. The Chinese government recognised quite fast that (as was demonstrated
by the case of print) monitoring was a great deal more effective'means of controlling the

use of the medium than blocking:

“The creation of a more intimidating climate for Web surfers and e-mailers

according to one public security official, represented “the first step that China is

%5 “No Privacy on the Net”, Australian PC World, July 1996, p179.
1% Wheeler, 2000, p441.
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taking to bring the Internet under proper control. It will be followed by a number

. - 197
of more comprehensive regulations”.

As early as 1996 the Chinese government instituted a law requiring everyone with
an Internet account to register with the local Public Security Bureau — thus people were
made pointedly aware that their actions mhy be watched over, despite the fact that one
bureau could never possibly monitor all of its constituents constantly. In a similar
strategy the Burmese regime, SLORC (State Law and Order Restoration Council), makes
a public show of monitoring sites of dissent such as BurmaNet and other pro-democracy

19 Note the redundancies, as with print, in the cyber-libertarian’s

message boards.
dismissal of a state’s ability to control this medium based solely on an Austinian notion
of power.'® There is little indication that the Austinian notion “of the state’s laws as
blunt instruments incapable of imposing their will on the global subjects of the Net and
their evanescent and geographically unsituated transaction”*" is either an accurate or
sufficient way in which to describe the various methods of control employed here. Rather
we would be better serviced by keeping Foucault’s conception of power as discipline and
surveillance in mind,?”' or attempting to integrate Bentham’s notion of the Panopticon.2?’
Indeed perceptions of the state’s ability to monitor and censor, informed by
historical precedent (encompassing both print and more recent information technology),

may itself be enough to encourage people to eschew the medium as an impracticable one

for the purposes of dissent. As Fandy points out when discussing usage of the Internet in

7 Taubman quoting FBIS, 1996, Feb 1, 5, 1998, p264.
% Danitz, 1999. .

1% Austin in Hart, 1954,

2% Boyle, 1997, p2; also see Hurwitz, 1990.
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the Middle East: “Traditional state control of the information media has often meant that
more reliance is placed on oral and unofficial means of communications, in the mosque,
the coffeehouse, or the marketplace”.2® Situations such as these may lead to the most
complete self-censorship possible, a rejection not only of the media as one of production,
but also as one of information gathering.

It should also be acknowledged that, as was the case with print, as far as
censorship is concerned an inability to block all material should n_ot.,cloud a recognition
of the fact that the machinery of the state allows a government to achieve this end in a
comparatively much more effective manner than any other group, given the resources of

the state.

Rule Through Law: ;

Although we have discussed the conception that Foucault is more appropriate
than Austin here, this is not to say that Austin does not have his place. The point here, as
it was with print, is not simply to argue that legal measures can never be 100% effective,
as many do.”®* It may be impossible to stop all illegal activity but illegality itself is a
powerful tool of dissuasion and law forms an important facet of the relationship between
monitoring, the facilitation of demonstrative punishment and self-censorship.2®> An
examination of print demonstrated the rapid introduction and codification of extended

regulatory prohibition. Again, one should note the broadness and lack of specificity in

2! Eoucault, 1979.

22 Bentham, 1995,

2 gandy, 2000, p378.

04 K edzie, 1997; Barlow, 1996; Berman & Weitzner, 1997, Winston, 1998.
25 Jayasuriya, 1996.
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these regulations, which often rendered legal restrictions the handmaiden of aﬁthoritarian
power rather than justiqc.

In Chi’na, the PRC’s ‘Interim Regulations Governing the Management of
International Computer Networks’ of 1996, construe online criminal activity to be any
interactions which are “prejudicial to state security...or public order”.>® As was the case
with print this allows authoritarian rulers to essentially make up the rules on a case-by-
case basis, encouraging users to air on the side of caution and employ varying degrees of

self-censorship.

“In a circular from the State Bureau of Secrecy issued in January, the sending of
e-mails containing state secrets was formally prohibited. The discussion of such
secrets on bulletin boards or in chat rooms was also banned. State secrets are
sometimes defined very broadly in China, and can deal with apparently harmless

matters like agricultural output”. 2’

A similar use of vague and malleable definitions of the‘ prohibited is employed by the
Cuban govemment in relation to the Internet. Cuba reminded its populace in Decree 209
that connectivity must only be employed with “the interests of national security and
defence in mind”.

As was the case with print, the use of demonstrative punishment as a means of

encouraging self-censorship is still used, a good example of this being the arrest of a

206 Taubman, quoting FBIS, 1998, p264.
27 Green, 2000, p14.
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university professor in Indonesia for sending messages concerning the Jakarta riots of

1996 to Holland.?*®

Economic Control:

As we learned in the case of print, economic incentives and punishment can prove
to be highly feasible mechanisms for the control of technology because the government
can empower its supporters by granting them access to the technology selectively, and
also because cost barriers to both production and consumption exist. The Internet is
celebrated as a technology which does not suffer spectrum constrictions, supposedly
rendering it an unlimited resource for continued production. This may be true, however
in situations in which production costs remain considerable and access to production
remains limited (as could be argued with both the press and the Internet) the unlimited
capacity to produce seems to be of greater benefit to those with greater technological,
financial and skill based resources for production - i.e., more often those who already
posses power rather than those without it. Thus, whilst the technology may be a necessary
pre-requisite, it is no way guarantees the existence of ideational pluralism. More
information, en-masse, may be as likely to lend itself to the distribution of more official
information.”®® As was the case with print, those who have the finances to produce a great
deal of sophisticated material may flood the market with it. A parallel could even be
drawn here between the patrons of print (often the Crown) and government subsidisation
of Internet connections — many are reluctant to bite the hand that feeds them. In the

realisation of its ambitious plan to interconnect all individual households, the

208 Rodan, 1998.
2 Venegas, 1998.
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Singaporean government has made it clear that only those communities who tow the line
can rely on receiving these connections' in a timely manner, or indeed at all.

A myth of univgrsal abcess remains rife in the discussion of Internet technology.
Danitz writes, “While some start up costs are necessary (a computer, a modem, an
Internet account) these are not beyond most individuals means”.2'® A statement which,
ridiculous enough, is made all the more inaccurate given the fact she is discussing Burma.
Even if accessibility did not present as issue in the first world (which it does) it certainly
remains relevant in countries such as Cuba,?!! China,?'? and much of the rest of Asia,
Africa and the Middle East.*"? There also remains considerable scope for governments to
engage in prohibitive pricing in order to ensure that this limited access remains the status
quo. We need to acknowledge that the decentralized and potentially interactive capacity
of the technology mean very little unless we “pay more attention to things like the cost of
the technology required to play the g.atme”.214 As was the case with print, “the
demographic profile of users is skewed heavily toward the educated, affluent and
urban”.?'® Literacy also remains a central consideration here. It could be argued that if all
of these conditional restrictions were eliminated then the Internet may be able to realize
its liberalizing potential, yet we should also acknowledge that this would be a circular
argument. If the technology itself is not able, in its supposed determinacy, to overcome
these limitations then it has little chance of acting as a liberalizing force given the ease

with which these barriers can be sustained by authoritarian regimes.

2% Danitz & Strobel, 1999, p261.
2 Venegas, 1998.

22 Wolff, 1997. .

23 yenegas, 1998.

24 Boyle, 1997, p2.

215 Hurwitz, 2000, p656.
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It is also clear that for those who do have access the foreboding prospect of
economic losses work just as effectively on companies producing content as it does
individuals. Large and popular ‘broadcast’ sites on the Internet may well be tempted to
follow the lead provided by Rupert Murdoch’s venture into the provision of satellite

television in Asia:

“Murdoch had stated, soon after puréhasing StarTV in 1993, that ‘satellite
broadcasting makes it possible for information-hungry residents of many closed
societies to bypass state-controlled television channels’. A few years later, in
response to Chinese pressure, Murdoch dropped BBC programming from
StarTV’s broadcasting menu into China, due to CCP concerns of societal access

to alternative (i.e. critical) British interpretations of news events”.2'

As Boyle points out it would serve us well to remember that “a hardwired legal regime
can be implemented through market power as well as by fiat” 2"

- Ideational pluralism — the existence of ideas out there in the ether - does not mean
the people will have accéss to them, because authorities still have ways of limiting this
access. It can be prevented through censorship, monitoring, and the construction of
economic barriers. Technology is not, in itself, able to overcome these barriers. It is

interesting to remind ourselves of Habermas’s conditions for ideal speech here, and note

the multiple ways in which those who wish to limit this can impede these:

216 Taubman, 1998, p262.
27 Boyle, 1997, p5.
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“1) Every subject with the competence to speak and act is allowed to take part in a

discourse

2a) Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.

2b) Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the discoursé.
2¢) Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires and needs.

3) No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coercion, from exercising

his rights as laid down in (1) and (2)"*'®

None of Habermas’s conditions for ideal speech, required for the Marketplace of
Ideas to function effectively, are facilitated by technology alone. Indeed it remains
relatively easy for authoritarian regimes to erect barriers which impede any of the above

conditions from become a reality.

Skewed Ideational Pluralism

Propaganda:

In the previous chapter, I argued that print technology was often co-opted as a highly
effective tool of propaganda for the monarchy. However, some would counter that this
will no longer be feasible in regards fo the Internet due to the fact that its lack of
spectrum constrictions mean that any one voice will get lost amongst the crowd of other
voices in the newly realised marketplace of ideas. Yet, as I suggested print represented a

comparable extension of spectrum, and in both cases certain factors continue to restrict
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the applied usage of this spectrum despite a theoretical lack of restrictions. The concept
of ideational pluralism and the supposed threat which it presents to State propaganda
seems to overlook the fact that the fracturing of the market in terms of information
reception will not only affect the elite, it will also affect all who are employing the
technology for anything other than narrow-casting. As noted earlier in this chapter, it is
more likely to be centralized regimes which have both the finances and other resources to
produce a great deal of sophisticated material and attempt to flood the market with it at
the expense of less elaborate counterparts which proportionately becomes less easily
accessible. Hurwitz point out that “Given the mass of available material, the user’s
problem often is finding precisely what she wants,”?" in this sense the absence of
gatekeepers surely provides those with greater broadcast resources an advantage over
those who are able to produce a less noticeable or sophisticated product. .

In another scenario the supposed absence of obvious gatekeepers and the resultant
raw information may lead to manipulators that we do not choose and more often than not
that we do not see. As was the case with print, the Internet appears to be providing

authoritarian governments with an entirely novel set of options to facilitate covert, as well

as overt, propaganda:

“Because the Internet allows for anonymity, it is possible for provocateurs posing as
someone or something else to try to cause dissention or sidetrack the movement by

posting messages for that purpose. Okkar, who is obviously in sympathy with the

218 Habermas, 1980, p86.
2% Hurwitz, 2000, p658
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regime, if not its actual agent, has from time to time posted messages on BurmaNet

designed to confuse or undercut the movement"?2°

The supposed absence of centralised control makes it a great deal easier to mask
advocacy as unbiased ‘information’. The SLORC’s official website, Myanmar.com, gives
the regime a chance to publicly proclaim a certain version of history, respond to criticism
and discuss the threat that dissent poses to the prospects of peace and national security.

It would appear that, rather than feeling threatened, many “nondemocratic
regimes have regarded the Internet as another potential channel of influence into the
individual computer-equipped households located in their realm”.**' In addition,
governments who do feel concerned by the presence of opposition propaganda have
another factor which could potentially work in their favour: the increasing
commercialisation of the Internet rendering possible its transformation into an almost

purely broadcast medium:

“The communication infrastructure of the future may turn out to be almost
entirely broadcast where the few (mostly governments and large corporations)
will act as gatekeepers for the many; where elites can speak and the rest can only

listen”*%?

220 Danitz & Strobel, 1999, p265.
22! Taubman, 1998, p263.
222 Schuler, 1998, pl.




Although the Internet has the potential to be something more than simply a b
media, this does not mean in itself that people will not use it in this way. As Co

points out:

“Those who indulge in hyperbole about the transformative inevitability of ‘bei
digital’ should read some of the claims made in the United States for the

cbmmunity-reviving, corporate-free, democratising powers of cable TV and then
blush as they look at how clearly cable TV has come to be incorporated within the

one-way conversations between US broadcasters and dumbed-down viewers.”??

Nationalism:
One of the preconditions of the ‘truth’ winning out in the marketplace of
| ideas is the absence of competing ideals which continue to hold relevancé or are
persuasive to those who encounter them. Indeed it was Fukuyama'’s claim that “the end of

224 represented the demise into irrelevance of all concepts which challenged a

history
primary allegiance to liberalism, including religion, ethnicity and nationalism. Yet again
this conception trips up on its own presumption of the inherent ‘common good’ of
liberalism and the perceived ‘rationalism’ which will lead people to automatically favour
this good once exposed to it. Contrary to this, nationalism still appears to have a good

deal of vitality, and appears to be a useful tool to authoritarian regimes attempting to

encourage self-censorship. As was the case with print, and despite the Internet’s

22 Coleman, 1999, p17.
24 Fukuyama, 1992,
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perceived globalisation of interests, the pull of allegiance to the nation still proves to be a
strong force to be reckoned with. It is for this reason that authoritarian regimes oﬁén
encourage people to ﬁse the Internet ‘responsi.bly’ as a show of patriotism. The
presumption that the technology will automatically instil the cultural values of those who

225 and reflects a

developed it lacks an understanding of the strength of contextuality
misplaced assurance in the perceived superiority of liberal thought by all who encounter

it, as evidenced in the Winston quote below:

“Digital technology, I believe, has the potential to radically change the world

order much as Martin Luther’s rough parchment and Thomas Paine’s ink-stained

pamphlets did in their time. I believe it can change the world for the better

bringing education and enlightenment to comers of the world held too long in

»226 Tunderscore my own]

dark tyranny
Conclusion

It would appear that none of the three ‘characteristics’ that the Internet shares
with print necessarily guarantee access to a functioning market place of ideas, due to the
fact that variant measures of control remain feasible, not only despite the technology, but
in many cases by co-opting it as an aid to control. Likewise, even if one assumés that a
lack of complete control denotes no control at all (which is not necessarily the case) the
link to liberalization is a presumptuous one due to the inherent danger of recognising

liberalism as truth or a universal good.

22 Wheeler, 2000.
226 Winston, 1998.
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Of course, it is not enough to outline the similarities in a purely theoretical or
anecdotal form, rather it is necessary apply the categorizations above (as we have already
done to print) within the confines of a more focused and thus rigorous examination, I
intend to do so by using the case of the Internet in Singapore as an example and [
examine this in more detail in the following chapter. I choose Singapore specifically
because it was seen initially to be a perfect scenario in which the world would watch the
dictator’s dilemma play out, and social control would have to be exchanged for continued

economic growth. The Economist predicted as much several years ago when it stated

that:

“Officials have a vision of the average citizen sitting in his high-rise flat, doing
almost everything from banking to shopping to paying taxes and clearing
shipments through customs — all at the touch of a computer key. But though new
technology can 'speed up economic transactions, it makes debate about the

country’s future harder to control” %’

Yet, any meaningful political liberalization appears to remain largely absent from
Singapore. Indeed as I'hope to demonstrate in the following chapter, the People’s Action
Party (PAP) are able to employ the technology to extend their control over the populace.
By no means does the Internet appear to be the threat to their power that determinists

would have predicted.
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CHAPTER 4

THE INTERNET AS AN AIDE TO AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES:

THE CASE OF SINGAPORE

The emergence of widespread access to the Internet in Singapore resulted from
the government;s decision to upgrade a pre-existing nation-wide interactive service, -
Teleview, by allowing it to also provide access to the Internet. Although a decision was
made to incorporate the more global of the two technologies, the origin.ally domestic
functions of the Teleview system may well suggest that the government would not have
chosen an international network as being ideal for their intended purposes. Once the
international network did become available to Singaporeans, however, the PAP’s efforts
to control and exploit the medium should not necessarily be seen as entirely unsuccessful
either. Singapore has consequently emerged as one of the most developed information
economies in the world. Using many of the same methods employed by authoritarian
rulers in response to print, the Singaporean govemment has been able to establish the
structures of control, physical, legal and social, which question the presumption of any
automatic link between this technology and political liberalization.

The first section of the chapter will be devoted to an examination of the way in
which the regime is able to control both the content of the medium and more importantly
the ways in which people interact with this content. To this end, I will attempt to
demonstrate that while censorship of the Internet in Singapore may remain incomplete,

this may be effectively countered by the development of monitoring and the

227 The Economist, ‘Those Lies from Cyberspace’, March 4, 1995
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demonstrative punishment of dissent, which even in a very limited capacity may lead to
extensive self-censorship.

In the second section I will go on to demonstrate the ways in which the PAP is
successfully employing the medium as a mechanism of propaganda, both within an overt
and covert framework. On this basis, I hope to build on my suggestion (found within the
previous two chapters) that the concept of plurality of content may not in itself render this
medium an ineffective tool for those attempting to cement regimes of authoritarian
control.

The People’s Action Party (PAP) came to power in Singapore shortly before it
became an independent state, splitting from Malaysia in 1965, and has remained firmly in
control of the city state since then. Despite the surface appearance of a competitive
political system (regular elec_tions involving a range of political parties) these are

superficial and Singapore de facto remains a one-party state:

“The more pervasive and definitive features of authoritarianism in Singapore
involve a sophisticated and systématic combination of legal limits on independent
social and political activities on the one hand, and extensive mechanisms of
political cooption to channel contention through state-controlled institutions on
the other. This suppression of a genuine civil society not only fundamentally
hampers the PAP’s formal pplitical opponents, it generally blunts political

pluralism, including interest group politics”228
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Monitoring: The Most Effective Form of Censorship

To state that the PAP had been able to achieve anything approaching
comprehensive censorship of the content of the Internet would be an overstatement. Yet,
to presume that universal censorship alone was the sole qualification for control would be
equally wrong headed (as was demonstrated in the case of the printing press). The former
Minister of Information and the Arts George Yeo has emphasized that however partial |
censorship may be it should not thus be regarded as a redundant mechanism of control:
“Censorship can no longer be 100 percent effective, but even if it is only 20 percent
effective, we should not sfop censoring”.”? By examining historical precedent (which
includes yet exceeds the case of print), it is possible to suggest that no circumstance
exists in which the complete cessation of the circulation of all opposing views has ever
been plausible. Yet authoritarian regimes have survived nonetheless, reiiant on varying
degrees of imperfect control over information.

CenSorship of the Internet (limited as it may be) is certainly enabled to a degree
by the way in which the technology itself has developed in Singapore, supported by a
system which relies én a small number of servers. This means that the entirety of the
content reaching Singaporean Internet users is funnelled through a limited number of
narrow channels. To claim that the internet itself “routes around censorship” as John
Gilmore does™" is to ignore the fact that the way in which the technology itself is
facilitated for use is malleable according to the social and political frameworks within

which it finds itself. For example, access for customers to any particular newsgroup can

228 Rodan, 1998, pé65.
George Yeo, quoted in “Singapore to censor part of the Internet”, United Press International, 7 July

1995.
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be cut off, with relative ease, if an Internet service provider chooses to do so. Whilst
determinant scholars claim that electronic networks were “designed as.distributed”23 ! this
has not prevented the functional bottlenecking of the Internet in Singapore, due to its
continued reliance on a restricted and limited télephony system. Likewise it is possible to
block access to the Web, either in whole' or selectively. It is claimed that this type of
censorship of newsgroups, via ISP’s is indeed a reality in Singapore, principally by

means of the actions of state monopoly Singapore Telecom:

“The UNIX shell used by Singapore Telecom has been deliberately crippled to
remove some functions. Subscribers have to use a menu to get access to Internet
services. Internet service providers in Singapore censor Usenet groups by filtering
out those with suggestive names. The system administrators can also set
conditions for usage, revoke certain services from users’ accounts, or deny log-in

access totally”232

I hope to further highlight the influence which the Singaporean govemmeht enjoys over
the actions of the limited number of existent ISP providers in the later part of this chapter
* when I discuss the potential for economically driven control of the technology, and its
exploitation as a tool for the development of corporatist relations.

It should also be noted that, despite the fact that the medium can potentially be

censored in the ways suggested above, its present manifestation in Singapore also allows

% Quoted by John Perry Barlow, ‘Passing the Buck on Porn’,

http://www.eff.org/pub/Publications/John Perry Barlow.
P Kedzie, 1997, p33.
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for a degree of circumvention of these restrictions. Even though local ISP’s may restrict
access to certain newsgroups, users are often able to find a publicly accessible news
server that carries the censored newsgroup, either through the Web or through e-mail.*>
Other options for circumventing this type of censorship include users taking ISP accounts
outside the city-state or relying on third parties in less restricted locals to aid them in
passing on and receiving contributions from news groups.>*

Likewise users can circumvent blocked access to the Web through the use of
proxy servers or route themselves via a serve'r dedicated to allowing email access to the
Web.2® Yet it should also be noted that this in itself requires certain knowledge of the
means by which the medium can be effectively exploited in non-sanctioned ways.
However, it is certainly worth écknowledging that the first preference of the PAP was for
a strictly national information service, as opposed to a global one.

Certainly some sights on the Internet are openly critical of the government in
Singapore.23 ¢ However, even the civic groups who have a pre-Internet history of
critiquing the government, such as the Roundtable and the Socratic Circle, appear to have

adopted a very cautious and measured position on their websites, skirting controversy in

2 1 A Peng & B Nadarajan; “Censorship on the Internet: A Singapore Perspective”, This published
article find citation, was previous circulated on the Internet in May 1995 at http://inet.nttam.com.

23 R Whittle, “Refused Access Lists?: Why Internet Communications Cannot be Reliably Blocked”, from
Web site of Robin Whittle — First Principles Consulting, 29 May, 1996,
http://www.ozemail.com.au/~firstpr/contreg/refused.htm; Also see, B Rankin, “Accessing the Internet by
E-Mail: Doctor Bob's Guide to Offline Internet Access”, 28 June 1996, fip://rtfm.mit.edu/pub/usenet-by-
hierarchy/news/Internet-services/access-via-email.

24 Brants, 1996.

33 Whittle, 1996; Rankin, 1996.

28 These include a site set up by Singaporeans students studying overseas,
http://www.leland.stanford.edu/~chongkee/singapore.html. Also the Talking Cock a satirical web magazine
known for making fun of the PAP (although behind the refuge of pseudonyms). Sintercom.org is also seen
as beginning to examine more explicitly political themes and maybe even the online version of the Straits

Times.
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favor of bland non-partisan fare.*’ It is also suggested that the Internet may allow
various arts organizations greater scope for critical expression of the government, than is
possible through social of political organizations.”®

I am not implying that discontent about censorship is non-existent in Singapore.®
When, and if, this discontent increases many of the methods presently employed by the
PAP may become entirely redundant. As Rodin highlights, the balance which is struck
between the success of censorship versus the success of those seeking to circumvent it
depends on the comparative determination and resources of both parties.”*’ Presently it
would appear that the PAP_ not only has the determination but is meeting relatively little
resistance, which is where it is again crucial to recognize the increasing role played by
monitoring and the creation of self-censorship.

As I have suggested in previous chapters, the Internet’s very potential to
circumvent official restrictions on communication may provide the key-to control for the
Singaporean government. Paradoxically, it is a partial failure of censorship which enables
the tracking of dissent. Meaning that if people are unable to access and create critical
material, then the goﬁemment is unable to identify those who pose a threat to it. The
Internet provides a tool which potentially allows the PAP to identify and track the

information consumption of its populace much more effectively, enébling it to identify
specific occurrences of dissent in a much more efficient manner than had previously been
possible. The technology can be employed to impart information concerning not only

what you looked at, but also how long you looked at it, what you chose not to view, what

27 See www.socraticcircle.org.sg and also www.roundtable.org.sg.
2% Rodan, 1996.

239 Rodan, 1996; Hancock, 1999,

24 Rodan, 1998.
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else you looked at it in the context of etc... It is specifically the detail and nuance of this
information about citizenry and their preferences, previously unavailable, which cah be
used to aid in the refinement of techniques of political control.

Yet even if the user is able to protect their privacy from government by using
various methods of encryption, the use of encryption itself may serve to arouse the
suspicion of authorities; in light of this, the actually ability to decrypt the message
contents may even become an irrelevance.?*! The same principle may apply to the use of
anonymous remailers, the anonyrﬁity of which becomes questionable when they require
an international telephone connection, something that the government owned monopoly
SingTel can easily trace. In both of the above instances it would appear that the
monitoring of flow of information can be just as significant, and damning, as the
monitoring of the actual content of this information. Rodin suggests that the necessity to
question whether information can be monitored is much more significant than examining

the feasibility of blocking it:

“Monitoring is a less crude mechanism of political control, especially since it is
not necessarily apparent that it is occurring. It is also easy to undertake when it is
focused and involves the cooperation of domestic ISPs, other local
telecommunicatioﬁ providers, and/or administrators of computing services within

organizations, such as a university”?*?

%1 Rodan, 1998.
2 Rodan, 1998, p74.
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The establishment of the Singapore Internet backbone in May 1996 is perceived by many
as a development that enabled the government to better monitor the flow of
information.”** The marriage between this ability to monitor and subsequent self-
censorship is also likely to be much more effective in a society, such as Singapore, where
extensive social and political structures of surveillance are already in place, thus having
already instilled a culiture of fear in its citizenry, which promotes a “self-censoring,
confoﬁnist cocoon”.*** As Kurlantzick points out the case of Speakers Corner may be
particularly instructive here. Although the establishment of this public forum, based on
the one in London’s Hyde Park, could be seen outwardly to imply that the government
welcomed some degree of critique, the response of the Singaporean population would
suggest otherwise.?*’ The turn out, on the part of both speakers and listeners, was
virtually non-existent and could be cited as demonstrable evidence of Singaporeans
reluctance to speak out on any issues whatsoever. This would seem to indicate the
existence either of universal apathy or of the presence of a more subtle and less public,
aithough equally effective, form of control.

It is the existence, and continued encouragement, by the PAP of this ‘culture of
surveillance’ which renders redundant the necessity to constantly track every, or even the
majority of, communication and interaction with information through this medium
(which would clearly be impossible). The sheer possibility of this occurring in a limited
or selective way may be enough to instill self-censorship, in other words (again) one may
do better to keep Foucault rather than Austin in mind in this regard. The Singaporean

government has gone to extraordinary lengths to publicly demonstrate their potential

3 Guillen & Saurez, 2001.
24 Kurlantzick, 2000, p69.
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ability to monitor on a selective basis. In 1994, the PAP scanned all accounts held with
TechNet, one of Singapore’s.limited number of [SPs at the time, for files with the
extension GIF. Consequently all of the 80,000 files discovered were checked for
pornographic material. Almost no material was found (5 files) but this, asides from being
an instructive observation on existent self-censorship, is not the point. Rather, this was a
demonstration of Wide-ranging capabilities of surveillance on the part of the government.
Most likely with the intention of having a chilling effect. It is also possible to cite
multiple cases in which individuals have been secretly monitored and then exposed as
traitors on the basis of the information which was collected. One reported case involved
an academic scholar whose employment at the University of Singapore was discontinued
following his confrontation with the text of his own email messages, critical of the
administration.2*¢

A hugely useful tool for the PAP in this regard, and one which has a cénsiderable
history of effectiveness in_Singapore, is that of demonstrative punishment. As outlined
above this in no way implies that the government is watching every move made by every
individual yet it does help to instill a fear that of the limited individuals it is monitoring,
one of them could be you. The idea that the government can ‘know what you think’
becomes steadily more plausible. It is not the reality of surveillance that is important for
control but rather the perception, as highlighted by Bentham’s Panopticon.*” The
punishments are steep enough that the sheer possibility heightens the perceived risk —

again reinforcing self-censorship. As Singaporean Prime Minister Yeo succinctly stated

5 Kurlantzick, 2000.
%6 Lingle, 1996.
%7 Bentham, 1995.
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regarding individuals who critiqued the PAP, “If you land us a blow on our jaw, you must
expect a counter-blow on your solar plexus”.248

The technology itself enables the spreading of the propaganda of the possibility of
control and monitoring to a greater degree than had previously been possible. It is not

implausible that many of these rumors of control are purposely promoted through the

medium itself by the government in an attempt to induce self-censorship.**’

“The belief that the Singapore government regularly monitors individuals on the
Internet is widespread. One contributor to soc.culture.Singapore cited a personal
experience and posted a message via a remail service in the United States in order
to insure anonymity. This person claimed to be a civil servant who had posted
articles “questioning the wisdom of some government policies” and had reason to
believe his/her phone was subsequently bugged. A friend had also revealed
someone had been “asking him questions about me — my character, who did I
associate with etc”, The intimidating aspect of this experienc_e was evident, as the
individual expressed fears of loosing his/her job and warned: “I know for sure that
all messages on scs [soc. culture.Singapore] are closely monitored by MITA
[Ministry of Information And the Arts]. There is information officers whose job is

to read messages on scs and feed the important ones back to the high ups”.250

One difficulty in tracking self-censorship is that it is impossible to quantify, and

that the line between externally imposed censorship and actual self-imposed censorship is

28 pM Goh, quoted in the ‘The West Australian’, 25 January, 1995, p20.
249 Rodan, 1998.
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a thin one.”' Yet, it is surelybinstructive to note that é recent poll by a Chinese language
newspaper revealed that nine out of ten respondents in Singapore claimed that they would
not disagree in public with the government’s policies, even if they believed them to be
flawed.?> In fact, users of soc.culture.Singapore interestingly voted overwhelmingly for
the establishment of a government moderated version of the newsgroup, in order that
those concerned about any of the material on the n;)n-moderated version could work
within clearer boundaries.*”> Commercial Internet content providers also claim that the
grey nature of the boundaries established in Singapore lead to self-imposed censorship of
content.> Popular media, such as .the Straits Times, also reinforce this climate of concern
by printing articles, which address the various methods by which those who wish to

survey the activities of web users may do 50,25

‘Rule Through Law’: A Demonstration of Power

As was the case with print, however, one should not dismiss Austinian notions of
control too rapidly. It is instructive to examine the case of Singapore from the perspective
of the recourse to extensive legal frameworks, as outlined in the previous two chapters.
Rodin highlights a trend by which, since the early eighties, a significant feature of
Singapore’s authoritarian rule been the increasing predilection to legal techniques of

political control. Especially following a spate of arrests under the Internal Security Act

20 Rodan, 1998, p78.

2! Rodan, 1996.

2 poll from Lianhe Zaobao, results quoted in Kurlantzick, 2000.

2 Rodin, 1998.

24“SBA Promises Light-handed Approach to Regulating Internet”, Business Times, 12 July, 1996.

B5 “Vou Are Never Alone Out There on the Net”, The Straits Times, 6 November 1996; stressed the fact that
the technology allows for the compilation of a record of the sites consulted by a third person, including the
duration and frequency of visits. The longevity, and retrivability, of email messages on a users hard drive
after deletion and the methods by which access can be obtained to password protected files if necessary.
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during the late eighties there has been “an accelerated shift towards the use of

administrative law to further restrict the political activities of organisations, as well as the

use of defamation, libel, and contempt of court actions by government figures against

individual political adversaries and critics”.>*® This has also been described as “thinly

disguised rule by decree”.

3 257

In response to the new technology, the PAP in 1996 introduced an extensive new

regulatory framework relating to production on and consumption of the Internet. These

rules included (but did not stop at) the following:

D

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Local service and content prqviders are required to be licensed with the Singapore
Broadcasting Authority (SBA)

All parties or individuals with web pages which ‘discuss religion or politics, and
all organisations connected with either of these categories must also register with
the SBA

Licensees are required to provide information about subscribers, editors,
publishers and organisations involved in the service.

Licensees must accept responsibility for content.

Service providers are legally required to take action to prevent and remove
‘objectionable content’ and the blacklisted sites, of which the SAB will provide a
list. This includes “contents which tend to bring the Government into hatred or
contempt, or which excite disaffection against the Government”

All electronic newspapers targeting subscribers in Singapore must be registered

and subject to local media laws under the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act

236 Rodan, 1998, p67.
7 Tremewan, 1994, p194,
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The SBA has also repeatedly stressed that all of Singapore’s laws including the Penal
Code, Defamation Act, Sedition Act, and Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act, are
seen to apply fully to the electronic sphere, and will be enforced as such.

In addition to the restrictions above the government is also embarking on more
widespread measures by taking steps to make any discussion of politics on the Internet
whatsoever a crime, often by reverting to existing legal structures, which had been
created to stem any voicing of political opposition. The Societies Act of 1967 (amended
in 1994) bars any;polit.ical ‘engagement’ by organisations not specifically registered for
this purpose. Both the Roundtable and the Socratic Society are registered under these
provisions. However, although the Socratic Society briefly held some topical political
conversation o‘n its web site in 1995, it was quickiy informed by the Registrar of Societies
that it was obliged to cease all activities on its web site other than recruitment and the
dissemination of club information. Public Internet discussions of politics- were deemed
illegal in this case because they would, or rather could, involve non-members, which
would be a specific violation of the condition of the Socratic Society’s registration under
the Societies Act (delineating that discussion may involve members only).2*® In reaction
to the establishment of party Websites by two opposition parties, the NSP and the SDP,
the government demanded that all information concerning opposition candidates be
removed from the sites, deeming this to be in contravention of the Parliamentary
Elections Act because, although the act does not specifically proscribe the Internet as an

area where campaigning cannot occur neither does it provide for this.2* Political

2% Rodan, 1998,
2% Rodan, 1998.
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discussion is, in other words, acceptable only in the guise of that whibch champions the
PAP’s goals, that which presents alternative agendas (even if not directly critical of the
govemmenf) is quashed.?*

PM Goh’s former press secretéry Chan Heng Wing emphasized the fact that
although the PM is committed to ‘consultation’ and ‘consensus’ he “cannot allow

journalists, novelists, short-story writers or theatre groups to set the political agenda from

outside the political arena”.*®! It would appear that Mr Wing’s prohibition could easily be

extended to encompass content on the Internet under Singapore’s existing legal structure.
Yet, despite the plethora of legal restriction already existent in Singapore, the emergence
of the Internet in itself created a new batch (as described). There is a considerable history
in Singapore of the marked extension of “rule through law’; being used to attempt to stem

critical content in the media. The amendment to the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act

in 1986, in its attempts to [imit thé circulation of all publications thought to be engaging
in the ‘domestic politics of Singapore’, can be considered a telling forerunner of the
various Internet related legislation which has emerged since then. The Singaporean
government has also established the National Internet Advisory Committee (NIAC) in
1996, its job being to advise the SBA on Interﬁet regulation. |

Some contend that certain legal protections for free speech have emerged in
Singapore over the last few years. Certain controls on free expression indeed seem to
have been lifted in a formalistic sense. Yet the establishment of particular notions of
freedom, and the limits which are appropriate for them, are very much at the whim of the

political elite in Singapore, rather than resulting from any widespread popular political

260 K urlantzick, 2000.
%! Heng Wing, quoted in The Straits Times, 1994, 31 December, p13.
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pressure for these guarantees, and could well be categorised as a pre-emptive rather than
responsive measure. The PAP itself denies that comprehensive or extensive restrictions
on speech héve ever existed in the city-state “we've always had free speech. You can say
anything you like, you can publish anything you like’.’.262

Yet formal guarantees of free speech — and end to censorship — can fnean virtually
nothing if the de-facto actions of the state iead to self-censorship on the part of its people.
Even if thé mechanics of an economic and political system are liberalized de jure the de
facto reality may be entirely undermining this. Again, the example of the government’s
formal guarantee of free speech protection in the abstract, yet subsequent restrictions in
practice, highlighted in the case of ‘speakers’ corner’ appears to be telling. Although
legally guaranteed the right to speak, participants are also legally prevented from using
micrqphones, discussing race or religion, speakers have their names filed with police for
five years and any one seen to be ‘threatening national security’ under the auspices of the
Internal Security Act may be detained without trial.

In addition to the largely impotent protections for speech above, it is interesting to
note that (as was the case with print) a large measure of the government’s ability to
prosecute dissention under the law lies in the wide-ranging definitions of the
unacceptable in legal language. In outlawing all content that ‘brings the government into
hatred or contempt’ the government is essentially enabling itself to prosecute offenders
according to its own whims on a case-by-case basis. This uncertainty within the law also
works to promote citizens to air on the side of caution and engage in self-censorship, as

outlined above. George Yeo, former information minister, states that the aim of the law is

2 Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, Interviewed by CNN, 27 April, 2000.
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to ensure that the open area of cyberspace remain “pristine”®

— yet he fails to deliver an
explanation of what may be considered to fall short of his demanding standards. As was
the case with print, attempts to circumvent these wide definitions lead to the extensive,
and sometimes successful, use of allegory, cryptic references and veiled allusions to the
political on the part of producers. Yet it is a leap of logic to assume that a widespread

audience reads these texts in this way, and it is clear that the govemnient is wholly aware

of this:

“It is not good for the arts in Singapore to become politicised...... Sinigapore art
should not be used to promote particular causes, and certainly not in a covert way.
Otherwise the government will be forced to regulate such performances as a form

of political activity”.?

Economic Control: Carrots and Sticks

It has been suggested that the Singaporean telecommunications industry is
reflecting more wide spread liberalization within the communications sector. In February
of 2000 the city-state was “left reeling” by the partially government owned Singapore
Telecom (the countries largest and richest company), loosing a bidding race for another
telecom firm to a younger, smaller and crucially independent firm.2®® Yet to assume that
this means the end of government control over telecommunications, and the industries

such as the Internet which rely on it, is to take a simplistic view. Nor does this indicate

8 George Yeo, “Why Policing the Internet is Everybody’s Business”, The Straits Times, 5 October, 1996,

35.
?“ G Yeo, as quoted in Parliamentary Debates Singapore, 23 February, 1994, Column 375.

265.Go On, Take a Risk’, Far Eastern Economic Review, May 4, 2000.

e
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that it is the economic liberalization pi'ocess which is insufficient in Singapore. It would
be moot to venture that if only economic (and political) forces were to cease attempting
to control the sector then the Internet could do its liberalizing work. This argument, of
course, represents a contradiction — if political and economic conditions were entirely
liberalized in order for the Internet to play this role there would be no role left for it to
play, making its ‘liberalizing characteristics’ redundant due to their dependency on the
very conditions which they are supbosed to produce.

Despite the fact that the government formally liberalized'telecommunications in
April 2000, the state continues to cast a long shadow over Internet-related activities in
Singapore. The government itself has pursued Internet development policies very
aggreésively, and has co-opted itself into the market at every possible opportunity.
The infrastructure is run both by the government and by government-linked corporations
(GLCs) — in which the PAP owns a share and whom are required to report to the Prime
Minister’s Coordinating Board or the Ministry of Finance. Firms not owned by the
government have strong ties with it. For instance, Singapore Telecom (of which the
government owns a monopoly share) has been granted monopoly status in the

telecommunications market until 2007:

“The government not only limited the number of ISPs....but also controls the top
four because they are part of a GLC. SingNet is controlled by Singapore Telecom
(which is still 80% government owned). PecNet, Cyberway, and DataOne are
controlled by a GLC (Sembawang, StarHub, and Singapore Press Holdings

respectively)...... The three major Internet players (SingTel, PacNet and
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Cyberway/StarHub) are not only access providers, they also dominate

connectivity, data transmission, mobile Internet (WAP), and network services”, 2%

Thus the provision of Internet service in Singapore is wholly in the hands of government-
owned or government-linked companies. In 1996 the three ‘major players’ above signed

an agreement to establish a Singapore Internet Backbone:

“The new link meant faster connections within Singapore, but also a more self-
contained system that enhances the capacity of authorities to follow the passage of
information. Added to this is the fact that, owing to the monopoly enjoyed by
Singapore Telecom over phone lines in Singapore, there is only one way in or out

of the country when travelling on the information superhighway”.267

In light of this the claims of some theorists that the technology, due to the very nature of
its decentralised architecture, guarantees that there will be “numerous Web-site hosts

from which to chose”2®

seems naive at best. As we can clearly see, as was the case with’
print, the ability to make a profit or indeed even to have a presence in the marketplace is
largely determined by government. Builder claims that the exercise of control over new
information technologies would require such drastic measures that a regime might be
forced to choose between undesired political liberalization or disastrous economic

consequences>®. Yet the PAP’s extensive economic involvement in Internet and

%6 Guillen & Saurez, 2001, p344.
267 Rodan, 1998, p77.

2% Berman Weitzner, 1997, pi3i4.
265 Builder, 1993.
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telecommunications industry has yet to prove ‘disastrous’ for them in any way, quite to
the contrary.

Although the Internet may relatively lower the cost of being a producer of
information this again must be framed by the fact that a ‘cost’ does still exists. With
household penetration currently standing at around 50%, Singaporeans’ access rates to
the Internet are among the highest in the world.”® However, this should not necessarily
be seen as an indication of widespread ability to finance access on an individual level. It
is the State itself that ensures that access is so high, vigorously pursuing policy programs
(such as IT2000), which aim to subsidise access for every citizen in the city-state. The
government was also directly involved in the establishment of Internet clubs based in
state run community centres, providing access for those who lack connections in their

271

homes.”"" This would appear to undermine the presumption, of scholars such as Hilles,

that widespread access is necessarily a threat:

“It is no coincidence that were civil and political rights have been denied,
although the technologies of a centralized broadcasting system used for
propaganda have been well developed, residential telecommunications have

remained undeveloped”.?’?

Indeed nor would it appear that the regime perceives it to be a threat given the role it

plays in the heavy subsidisation of individual access.

® www.ida.gov.sg.
o Smgapore Wakes Up and Smells the Internet: In Cyber café’s All Over Town, Strong Computer Mania

is Brewing”, Business Week, 1996, 25 March
2 Hilles, 1993, p21.
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The Singaporean regime has proved to be quite sophisticated in its ability to

develop cooptive methods of political control.?”?

This type of pattern was already
demonstrated by the government’s selective granting of unfettered access to satellite
television to the private sector alone.”™ It would appear that the government is also
attempting to create some form of corporatist system encompassing at least some of the
groups or individuals which may'produce critical material through this new medium.?”* A
parallel could be drawn here to the employment of monopolies and patents by the
European monarchy as a method by which different groups could be ensured to tow the
line. One of the crux’s of this scheme remains licensing, although given the increased
individual ability to produce on the Internet this is evidently less selective than it was in
mid-millennia Europe, and functions principally as a stick rather than a carrot. Yet at
another level of the network selective licensing can be seen to be employed extensively
in the ‘case of ISP’s and telecommunications providers to ensure that they tow the line,
and this in turn goes some way toward them ensuring that their subscribers do so also.
The government controls the supply of ISP services by granting only a restricted number
of licences. Up until early 1996 only 5 ISP’s were allowed to provide services, and
limited licences have been granted since this point. The government appears to be in the
business of granting licences not only to those who tow the line but also to those in whom
the government itself has an economic interest. This creates what Rodin’s term to be an
“embedded corporatist structure facilitating cooperation between state officials and

administrators across the public and private sectors.”*"¢

3 Rodin, 1998.
274 Rodan, 1998, p72.
%5 Rodan, 1998.
27 Rodin, 1998, p83.



92

So again here, we see a pattern similar to that manifested in the case of print.
Although the government is unable to control the medium through means of
comprehensive censorship, this should in no way be mistaken for a lack of control.
Indeed the PAP has proved itself competent at employing the same methods as. those seen
in mid-millennia Europe (partial censorship, monitoring and economic controls) as a
means of preventing others from using this as an effective medium of dissent. Thus the
conception that ideational pluralism is openly accessible to the population of Singapore is

a misplaced one.

Propaganda: Flooding the Marketplace of Ideas

As was the case with print it should also be acknowledged that Internet
technology could serve as a highly effective mechanism of authoritarian propaganda. The
Internet appears to provide a particularly convenient conduit for propaganda in
Singapore, since literacy, especially technological literacy, is high. At the turn of the
century the Singaporean government revamped the school curriculum requiring schools
to devote 30 percent of teaching time to developing computer skills, 2"’

In addition to legal and economic threats the Singaporean government also has a
history of the heavy use of extensive ‘official responses’ to criticism, or what it terms
‘misinformation’ — and the Internet is certainly used in this capacity.278 The PAP’s youth

organization Young PAP regularly comments on soc.culture.Singapore, both overtly and

covertly. However, it is not only the young PAP which intervene on

277 Kurlantzick, 2000, p71.
778 See www.gov.sg/singov/news&pr.htm.
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soc.culture.Singapore, in the mid nineties as a response to criticism on the message board
concerning President Goh receiving an honorary degree from Williams College, a
spokes-person from the Ministﬁ of Information and the Arts also joined in the fray ~
playing a custodial role for the ‘official position’ of the PAP.?”” MITA minister George
Yeo told the Straits Times on the subject of cyberspace that “we must have our battalions
there all ready to engage in that debate” .28 In an article in the party organ Petir, labeled
“Why We Need to Go into Cyberspace”, the PAP described their strategy as follows
“Presently, there are quite a few individuals who spread falsehoods about Singapore and
the PAP. Other destructive behavior includes impersonating our President and PAP
leaders. We need to respond decisively, convincingly and stylishly. We have a duty to
combat misinformation and make a stand for the PAP...... if we delay, the opposition
parties and more irresponsible users will beat us to it 281

It is suggested that more widely this prosperity may be responsible for blunting
Singaporean political aspirations, particularly among the older generation, certainly in the
pre-Internet era the press and television constantly reminded Singaporeans that they had
the PAP to thank for their prosperity.’®* This role has now been effectively adopted by
the government’s Website www.gov.sg, which uses frequent opportunities to remind
Singaporeans that they have the government (and political stébility) to thank for their
affluent lifestyles.

In the pre-Internet era, opposition parties, regardless of the extensive legal

restrictions which they faced, were also challenged by the fact that the PAP had a

2 Rodan, 1998,

2% George Yeo, quoted in Straits Times , “S’pore Bulletin Board on the Internet Soon"”, 20 February, 1995
21 “why we need to Go into Cyberspace”, Petir, May/June 1995.

282 K urlantzick, 2000.
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strategic advantage due to highly sympathetic government owﬁed and controlled
domestic media.”®® The extensive legal restrictions which govern the olfﬁcial presence of
these oppoSition parties on the Internet continue to mean that there is not really any
official forum for other parties to campaign in a broadcast sense. Whilst the Singéporean

government’s websites (www.gov.sg and www.pap.org.sg) woo the user with thousands

of pages, extensive use of graphics, sound, photography, video and interactive search
engines. Accenture Ltd recently proclaimed Singapore’s government Website one of the
most accessible and efficient in the world, trumped only by Canada.?®*

PM Yeo emphasizes that it is not narrow-casting (i.e. private electronic
communication) that concerns the PAP but rather broadcasting.n5 Although the Internet
allows an individual to publish content that potentially any number of people can see,
there still remains a distinction between broadcast type usage — requires expensive
production, staffing, skills ~ and the less elaborate kind whjch is more likely to result in
narrow casting to a highly select audience. The PAP has better resources to ‘broadcast’
than anyone else. Indeed there is active discouragement against using the Internet as an
interactive medium at all. An example of this can be found in the fact that several cyber
cafes have purposely configured their newsreaders so that patrons are able only to browse
material and not post it on newsgroups.286 It would also appear that the content relating
to Singapore contained in other lafge commercial sites from abroad often suggests that

reporting is “tempered by business considerations in a rapidly expanding market”.*%

2% Rodan, 1996 .

34 Survey Finds Canada, Singapore, U.S, Provide Best Online Services’, Wall Street Journal Europe, 23
APril, 2002.

2 ‘New Moves to Regulate the Internet Here’, The Straits Times Weekly Edition, 9 March 1996.
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Nationalism: The Language of Control

The government controlled press — pre Internet — had certainly proved effective at
constantly reminding the populace that the government was making them rich and thaf
internal dissent could only make them vulnerable to outside forces. The PAP has always
emphasised the need for consensus due to the fact that although Singapore exists as a
majority Chinese island, it has a sizable Malay minority and it surrounded by Malay
neighbours.?®® The PAP is fond of feminding its citizens of the need to band together
given the fact that they live in a “though neighbourhood”®*’. The Ministry of Defence’s
Website, linked prominently from www.gov.sg includes a section of outlining the five
aspects of defence necessary to keep Singapore safe from its neighbours and the world at
large. These include both ‘psychological’ and ‘social’ defence, the descriptions of which
warn Singaporeans that an unwavering commitment to nation first and foremost is

necessary for security and prospe:rity290

“Many Singaporeans still tend to believe that national interest should take
precedence over community or individual interests. That the government is
allowing limited free speech...... attests to how strongly it believes is still has the

population under its sway”.*!

28. podan, 1998,

287 Rodan, 1998, p84.

288 Kurlantzick, 2000.

289 Rodan, 1998, p72.

2 www.mindef.gov.sg.
»! Kurlantzick, 2000, p73.
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Again the widespread nature of the Singaporean government’s appropriation of
the Internet for propaganda, coﬁpled with the societal forces which encourage people to
reject liberalization as the ‘greatest good’, such as nationalism, should demonstrate that
we must approach the presumed connection between people’s engagement with pluralism

of content and liberalization with extreme caution.

Conclusion

Contrary to the suggestion that the Internet will inevitably liberalize the
Singaporean political system, the evidence above seems to suggest that there is no
guarantee of this. Not only has the PAP proved adept at controlling the use of the
technology, effectively preventing ideational pluralism from emerging and becoming
accessible, the Internet has also proved to be a highly effective conduit for government
propaganda and the Singaporean’s enthusiasm concerning the embrace of liberalism is
questionable.

It is interesting to note that the methods by which use of and access to print were
controlled five hundred years ago still prove so effective today. To me this would
indicate that Singapore does not represents an anomaly, but rather an indication of a
different yet equally feasible path of development. It should also be noted that the city-
state does not stand alone, rather it is increasingly becoming the model for other states
wishing to control the use of Internet technology and exploit it for their oWn ends. For
this reason the case study above should lead us to seriously question the concept of the

‘dictator’s dilemma’, not only on a theoretical level but also on a practical one.



CONCLUSION

“The frustration we experience with technological determinism and technocratic
thinking is as much with ourselves as it is with the larger societies in which we
live. As moths to a flame, we find ourselves continually attracted to its alluring

but dangerous glow”.zg«2

To the extent that I deny Internet technology any determinant power here, the use of a

comparison specifically to print or indeed any comparison at all seems unnecessary. Yet,
I believe it to play a crucial role in debunking the determinists’ claims in that it
undermines the proposition that this particular technology is determinant due to
revolutionary characteristics. I believe that the case of print may reasonably be regarded
as a reason to exercise caution when predicting the effect that the Internet may have in -
any given situation. What can be suggested is that, in neither case were authoritarian
rulers unable (a) to control the technology to some degree, through censorship,
monitoring, and economic co-option; and (b) utilize the technology effectively toward
their own ends.

In addition to my belief that the case of print should be regarded as a reason for
caution in claims of the Internet’s revolutionary determinant qualities. I would contend
that the theoretical premise underpinning the connection between certain media
technologies and political liberalization is itself highly questionable. The perceived

relationship between certain ‘characteristics’ of either technology and ideational
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pluralism are unsound for several reasons. To ascribe characteristics to a technology
assumes that it is immutable. Even if the presence of these characteristics are assured
within any and every manifestation of a certain technology, none of the three proffered
by the cyber-libertarians here (decentralization, interaction or lack of spectrum
constrictions) appear to guarantee anything except a purely theoretical proclivity toward
ideational pluralism. Secondly, I would assert that the connection between the concepts
of ideational pluralism, the marketplace of ideas and political liberélization is equally
questionable. As Barron states the ‘marketplace of ideas” itself works on several false
assumptions:

1) Everyone has access

25 Truth is objective not subjective

3) Truth is always out there and always survives

4) People are basically rational and are able to perceive the truth®*
Even if these ambitious conditional barriers were somehow sﬁrmotmted, we would still
need to maintain that the only ‘truth’ was liberalism, in order for the connection to remain
feasible.

[ should be very clear about the fact that I am NOT suggesting that these
technologies determine authoritarian control. Nor that they could not be co-opted for use
effectively toward the end of liberalization by those who wish to undermine this control.
It is my belief that either of these technologies could be employed to further a number of
different ends. In fact I might venture to suggest that they may well be a pre-requisite for

certain forms of societal change whether this be liberalization or more effective control. It

2 gmith and Marx, 1994, p35.
3 Barron, 1973.
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is useful here to acknowledge that print indeed played a role in the political liberalization
of Europe during the seventeen hundreds and much of the rest of the world thereafter.
However I argue that the role played by print was that of a malleable tool, not a
determinant factor. Indeed I would contend that much of this period saw the use of these
technologies simultaneously toward competing ends. One can say that the Internet,
likewise, could prove to be a useful tool for dissent but this is totally different from
claiming that it is a causal factor of dissidence.

What is crucial here is to recognize that a pre-requisite for change and a causal
determinant of change are not the same thing. These are two separate concepts which
theories of determinant technology uncritically, yet necessarily, conflate in order to
appear feasible. Likewise to assume that this causality only flows in one directién would
be incorrect. Even when determinists suggest that causality can flow both ways, they
simultaneously deny society any determinant power unless this is liberalizing, failing to

recognise that societal determinacy may also restrict certain usages of a technology:

“Even if a causal argument positing an alternative explanation of the correlation,
such as ‘greater democracy causes greater interconnectivity’ could be established
with complete irrefutability, the existence of such an argument does not negate or
diminish the importance of a likely stream of causality in the opposite direction.
Furthermore, the total weight of evidence makes denying the likelihood of the

latter causal flow nearly untenable”*

2 Kedzie, 1997, p39.
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Kedzie claims that “The evidence does not support any alternative to the causal link
leading from interconnectivity to democracy”;295 to the contrary, given the case of
Singapore, and more widespread anecdotal examples, I would claim that this simply
indicates that Kedzie’s evidence is lacking.

Softer determinists might argue that the cases which I have chosen should be
considered anomalies to a generalized rule, or that technology is a secondary causal agent
and simply requires some contextual caveats in order to fulfill its potential. However, I
believe that both the cases (of movable type in Europe and the Internet in Singapore)
should not be considered anomalies to a general rule of determinism, but are more likely
to be examples of an entirely different, yet equally plausible, outcome of the interaction
between society and technology. I would argue first that, to be forced to add any
situational caveats to the conception of technological determinism substantially
undermines the supposedly determining power of the technology. In response to this it
could be contended that given certain obstacles the technology is not determinant enough
to overcome these obstacles, yet its basic potential still lies in the direction of
liberalization despite its inability to overcome particular barriers. Yet I find this argument
unsatisfactory for three reasons:

1) It would mean that the technology did not continue to be malleable after the
event of its initial invention and diffusion. Both the cases of print and the

Internet would suggest that this is far from the case?

23 Kedzie, 1997, p38.
¢ 1 could also be accused of falling into a position which I critique by describing technologies as if they

are static — yet I do not intend to do so, but rather to highlight particular manifestations of a technology in
particular circumstances as a means of questioning the conception that it will have this manifestation

everywhere.
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2) That the society into which the technology is introduced is itself incapable of
change or adjustment

3) That the technology could not be applied toward a variety of different ends. It
is not the technology which determines which of these various potentials are

exploited, but rather the social context.

Thus on both a theoretical and practical level (informed by my case studies) I
question both of the fundamental assumption which underlie the ‘dictator’s dilemma’.
1) That a technology can in itself both facilitate, and overcome barriers to
the facilitation of, ideational pluralism
2) That any determinant connection exists between ideational pluralism
and its manifestation in a ‘marketplace of ideas’ and political
liberalization
It is my belief that if either one of these theoretical contentions proves to be questionable
then this jeopardises the connection between a determinant technology and liberalization
as a political outcome. I contend that, given both the theoretical and empirical

conclusions reached here, not one but both contentions remain highly problematic.
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