Will Bill Gates Meet Fidel Castro in the next exciting episode?
The  organization of the Internet was not just a product of technological or economic constraints; it also involved making choices about social values, choices among differing ideas of what human communication and social relations generally are and should be (Thomas Streeter, ‘Notes toward a Political History of the Internet 1950 – 1983’).

               Thomas Streeter (May, 2000, p.131), in the article from which  

the above quote was taken, states that the birth of the 

internet and the choices made regarding social values  in its 

evolution need to be understood through an examination of 

the institutional, economic and cultural structures and 

processes which enabled its existence. He goes on to name 

these as the military-industrial (-university) complex, the 

corporate-liberal approach to technological development and, 

in the net’s adolescence, the influence of ‘invisible colleges’ 

of engineers themselves influenced by the broader societal 

ethos of the counter-cultural movement. Likewise, any 

discussion of social values in the history/maturation of the 

internet over the last thirty years and the shaping of it’s future needs to be woven as weft across the warp of the concurrent rise of neoliberal globalisation for the internet\world wide web to be understood in its current phase of transition as a tapestry of irony and paradox; acknowledgement of which is imperative in any realistic proposals for its future.  

For although there persists the mythos of the internet’s birth 

as a vehicle for the transformation of society through 

horizontal, decentralised and uncontrollable information 

dissemination, parented by idealist anarchists and democrats 

in the 60’s/70’s vision of ‘power to the people’ (Streeter, 2000 

pps. 131-135), it has become the vehicle for a new form of 

global feudalism. Those  who are empowered by internet 

access and revel in the freedom surge of the surf form a 

technological elite who, frolicking child-like in the waves of 

their new found  virtual power, have forgotten that they are an 

elite, and as such form a new layer of hierarchical control – 

the very notion the invention of the internet supposedly 

sought to disperse.

Streeter (p. 144) names the choice made in 1983 by the US  

Defence Department to support a packet switched network 

independent of military command hierarchies as pivotal   

to the growth of the internet in the 80’s as an alternative 

anarchic information and communication system (Goggin, 

2000, p.104). Yet it was still enjoyed by a predominantly 

western, economically privileged and technologically adept 

few alongside the growth of neoliberal globalization, defined 

by McChesney (1999, p.7) in his introduction to Noam 

Chomski’s ‘Profit over People’ as ‘policies and processes 

whereby a relative handful of private interests are permitted to control as much as possible of social life in order to maximise their personal profit.’ 

The invention of the World Wide Web and the Mosaic 

browser from 1990 to 1992 paved the way for the inevitable 

corporate interest in and commercialisation of the net. 

The benchmark choice of the 90’s was the amendment in 1992 

to the National Science Foundation Act’s  acceptable use 

policy, giving the green light to commerce and spawning the 

dot.com mania of the mid 1990’s. Also fundamental was 

government implementation of neoliberal policies, handing 

the financial control of the upgrading of internet technologies 

to the private sector (Goggin, pps.104-105). In another ironic 

twist to the tale, though, the extraction of profit from the 

internet has proved as mercurial a quest as that of the holy 

grail whose attainment brings death, for everyone except Bill Gates and Microsoft. Gates is now the richest man in the world, and has just announced his retirement (June, 2006) as Microsoft CEO in order to concentrate on spending his wealth alleviating poverty and ill-health in under-developed nations. 

But the paradox of the present is that the proliferation in use 

of the internet and the profusion of information it has spelt for its users has deepened and digitised the global divide, adding new dimension of surfers and serfs to the gulf between rich and poor in an  era where the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer can be quoted as writing that ‘the defining characteristic of economy is less an individual’s ability to gain access to capital and far more his or her ability to gain access to knowledge’ (Brown, cited in Lax, 2000, p.167). Fidel Castro, in 

an annex to his address to the Group of 77 South Summit 

Conference (2000, p.37), attributes the widening of the 

technological gap between North and South to the 

privatisation of the knowledge economy which has occurred 

through the implementation of neoliberal policies where profit 

takes precedence over need. While noting that ‘50% of the 

GNP of the main OECD member countries is based on 

knowledge’ he also notes that ‘information is one among 

many needs. The availability of vaccines and clean water 

cannot be supplied or substituted by electronic mail.’ The 

latest statistics available on global internet use are a graphic 

reminder of the inequitable distribution of internet access 

               dot knowledge slash wealth.
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	Left – This image is a virtual reality installation for exploring the routing of internet traffic across the globe (http://www.cybergeography.org).

Below –These figures are compiled from a number of sources worldwide for Jan., 2000. (http:www.commerce.net/research/stats/wwstats.html)

Bottom below – Projections from the Computer Industry Almanac for 2001, proudly trumpeting the 33% share in the market of U.S. internet users. (http://www.c-i-a.com/200103iu.htm)


Statistics showing the percentage of internet users per head of population are available from www.commerce.net              
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	Rank
	Country
	Weekly Internet Users (#m)
	All Internet Users (#m)

	1
	US
	114.4
	134.6

	2
	Japan
	25.4
	33.9

	3
	Germany
	14.9
	19.9

	4
	Canada
	13.1
	15.4

	5
	UK
	12.6
	16.8

	6
	South Korea
	12.4
	19.0

	7
	China
	11.3
	22.5

	8
	Italy
	9.3
	12.5

	9
	France
	6.3
	9.0

	10
	Australia
	5.3
	7.6

	11
	Taiwan
	4.5
	7.0

	12
	Netherlands
	4.1
	5.5

	13
	Sweden
	3.8
	4.4

	14
	Spain
	3.6
	5.6

	15
	Russia
	3.0
	7.5

	
	Top 15 Countries
	244.0
	321.2

	
	West Europe
	54.6
	73.7

	
	Worldwide
	299.6
	413.7


The social values we should take into account in shaping the 

future of the internet are those implicit in and integral to the 

anarchic vision of decentralised democracy from which the 

internet was born. If we wish the internet to become a faithful 

instrument of that vision, then we must employ the value 

system which that vision employs, enshrining the  principles 

of co-operation, mutual aid, care for the other and for the earth in opposition to the capitalist credo of competition, survival of the fittest and exploitation of the other which has led us to what many scientists believe is the brink of extinction in the 21st century. The children of cyberspace must nourish the umbilical connection to the ideals which fostered their birth in order to resist the dominant ethos of neoliberal globalisation, with its reverence for materialism and greed for the almighty dollar, in its attempt at global corporate capitalist cannibalism.

The invention of the internet undoubtably marks a new stage 

in human history. It could be perceived as the millennium’s 

technological manifestation of the vision of the universe 

described by 19th century Belgian mystic, Maurice Maeterlinck 

thus: 

It seems more certain that, as the cells of an immense organism, we are connected with everything that exists by an intricate network of vibrations, waves and influences of nameless, numberless and uninterrupted fluids. The fact that these pass unperceived by us does not mean that they remain inactive. (Walker, 1963, p.63) 

Gurdjieff concurs, but adds that the universe, as a living and 

intelligent whole, is in the process of either evolving or 

degenerating (Walker, 1963, pps. 63-64). This perception, of 

the transformative power of technology enabling unification of 

the collective  organism of mind, is mirrored by Teilhardt de 

Chardin and  Marshall McLuhan (Dery, 1996, p.46), while the 

internet is trumpeted with ecstatic enthusiasm as its portal by 

John Perry Barlow in his role as  Champion of Cyberspace 

(Dery, 1996, pps. 47-48), (Jordan, 1999, p.181-182). Be that as it may, as Dery succinctly puts it, the ‘cyberdelic vision of a 

techno-mystical apotheosis in the there and then diverts 

public discourse from the political and socio-economic 

inequities of the here and now’ (p.49).

…He used to believe in Jesus,

He believed in the queen, 

Then Timothy Leary, Monty Python, Bhagwan Sri Rajneesh

And Bhagwan Bill Gates.

In the dice of the wishing well, 

In the internet play of show and tell

                                    He sends an email to the archangel…

                                (David Hallet, unpublished, 2000.)

Prince Petr Kropotkin, one of the founding fathers of the 

anarchist  tradition, was inspired by the capitalist misuse of 

commentary made in Darwin’s ‘The Descent of Man’, raising 

‘the pitiless struggle for personal advantages to the height of 

a biological principle…….in a world based upon mutual 

extermination’ (Kropotkin, 1902, p.4) to pen a now classic 

study in the factors at work in evolution. He states, rather, that 

…it is the unconscious recognition of the force that is borrowed by each man from the practice of mutual aid; of the close dependency of everyone’s happiness upon the happiness of all; and of the sense of justice, or equity, which brings the individual to consider the rights of every other individual as equal to his own…(xiii-xiv)

that is the driving force  behind human evolution. If we wish          

the internet to become a true tool for the purposes of human 

evolution then what is unconscious must not only be made 

conscious but acted upon consciously in order to combat the 

global degeneration wrought by the forces of neoliberalism. 

These are the social values we must embrace in working 

towards global internet access for all and all that this entails, 

for it is only when all the peoples of the earth are equally 

connected, respected and represented that the 

cybervisionaries’ dream may become manifest.

How should we go about doing this? Fortunately, there are 

many individuals and organizations working and weaving 

their way through the web ensuring this shimmering strand of 

consciousness is not overlaid. The Open Source movement 

amongst engineers and technicians has put out a white paper 

lobbying the US Government for financial support for their 

software, with the dual purpose of breaking Microsoft 

monopoly and allowing the ‘open space’ Streeter refers to as 

integral to the internet’s development to continue, freed  from  

direct corporate capitalist  domination  

(www.netaction.org/opensrc/future). Since the 80’s, the 

internet has been invaluable in co-ordinating action for social 

change, allowing the collaboration between GreenNet in 

England and PeaceNet/Econet in the U.S. which, along with 

like-minded groups from Sweden, Canada, Brazil, Nicaragua 

and Australia, formed The Association for Progressive 

Communications in 1990.  This organization facilitated digital 

communication to the thousands of NGOs participating in the 

1992 U.N. Earth Summit in Brazil and in subsequent U.N. 

World Conferences 

(http://www.apc.org/english/about/history/index.htm). It has more recently been used to great effect in organising the J18 

‘carnival against capitalism’ concurrent to the G8 summit on 

world poverty in 1999 (Lax, 2000, p163) and the 

demonstrations in Seattle at the WTO Conference the 

following November. These resulted in a World Bank 

sponsored ‘Globalisation and Poverty Online Debate’ in May 

2000, to which there were 5000 internet contributors 

(www.panos.org/listarc/0011.html). 

That global internet access is a key issue in this debate was 

recognised by the G8 summit in Kyushu-Okinawa, 2000,

in the adoption of the ‘Charter on the Global Information 

Society’. The G8 leaders established a Digital Opportunity 

Task Force whose brief is to address the growing digital 

divide, but given the G8 commitment to neoliberal policies  its 

effect is likely to be in the department of lipservice. A ‘Charter for Citizens of the Global Information Society’ has been drawn up by Julie Cameron and Karin Geiselhart (1997, p.29) which the children of cyberspace would do well to adopt, with particular attention to ‘Principle 7- All participants in the 

global information society, individual, corporate and 

government, should aim to distribute wealth and benefits 

equitably.’ But a 9th Principle could be added – that of 

promoting the principles and practice of co-operation over 

those of corporate capitalist competition. 

Hamelink (1995,pps.294-307) assesses the global information 

imbalance, attributing its origins to European colonial 

expansion, and outlines its detrimental effects to the 

developing  nations of the South. He delineates three major 

approaches to its rectification. The first, involving better 

integration of the South into the international economy 

through international transfers of finance, knowledge and 

technology, is dismissed by noting that this approach 

assumes mutual interest between the North and South, and 

that its implementation often increases dependence, doing 

nothing to alleviate deprivation and poverty. The second relies 

on increasing the bargaining power of the South for fairer 

trade terms, cheaper transfers of technology and relief from 

massive external debt by pooling resources and energy. The 

third and most radical approach involves a collective 

dissociation by the countries of the South from international 

networks which inhibit their development in a bid for radical 

self-reliance. He also notes the requirement here ‘for 

visionary leadership willing to forgo the immediate benefit of 

links with the core’ (p. 306). Developments since, in the form 

of the Group of 77 South Summit Conference in Havana, April 

2000, may prove the beginning of discussion on the second or 

third approach. 

Whether the internet, with its anarchist framework and 

heritage, humming its ‘information wants to be free’ (Jordan, 

1999, p.194) mantra through labyrinthine interconnected 

cables across continental divides, can cross the digital divide 

                 is yet to be seen. Perhaps we are waiting for the ‘hundredth    

                 monkey’ (Keyes, 1982, p.17) principle to come into effect, 

whereby consciousness of the need to establish co-operation 

and mutual aid as the predominant paradigm necessary for 

human evolution spreads, through achievement of a ‘critical 

mass’ of ‘caring for the other’ consciousness, to those with the position and power to manifest it. If that be the case, then let its finely wrought filigreed fibres resonate, reverberate and resound with the words of Fidel Castro in closing the Group of 77 South Summit Conference:

We are fighting for the most sacred rights of the poor countries; but we are also fighting for the salvation of a First World incapable of preserving the existence of the human species, of governing itself in the midst of contradictions and self-serving interests and much less of governing the world whose leadership must be democratically shared. It could almost be mathematically demonstrated that we are fighting to preserve life on Earth (2000, p.15).
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