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New communications technologies
always seem to bring out the Utopian
visionaries.

Take the claims that were made at
the birth of the telegraph, as quoted
by US law professors Jack Goldsmith
and Tim Wu*. It would "practically
obliterate" geography, make free trade
universal and lead to "the gradual
adoption of a common language".
There would be no more foreigners.

Even by these historical standards,
the hyperbole that surrounded the
birth of the world wide web took
some beating. The opening words of
John Perry Barlow's "Declaration of
the Independence of Cyberspace",
penned 11 years ago, caught the
idealism: "Governments of the
industrial world, you weary giants of
flesh and steel, I come from

Cyberspace, the new home of Mind.
On behalf of the future, I ask you of
the past to leave us alone."
(Mr Barlow's own past, as a lyricist
for psychedelic rock band the Grateful
Dead, did not prevent his rapid
anointment as a leading prophet of
the new medium.)

The weary giants have not taken
that provocation lying down. Almost
from the start, a medium founded on
the principles of free and open global
communication has been
circumscribed by attempts to limit its
subversive potential. This week
brought two developments that,
depending on your point of view,
either signal another advance in this
reactionary agenda or will further
civilise the unruly online medium.

One was the news that many more
national governments have been
learning the dark arts of internet
censorship. According to the OpenNet
Initiative, a transatlantic group of
academics, some two dozen
governments now actively block their
citizens' access to information online.
Often, this starts with filtering out
pornography and other culturally

offensive material, but the boundaries
between this and restricting free
political expression are impossible to
define or police.

The other was Viacom's $lbn
copyright infringement lawsuit
against YouTube and its parent,
Google. It would be wrong, of course,
to equate Viacom's attempt to protect
its lawful property from online piracy
with China's attempt to block
discussion about democracy. To the
purists of the internet revolution,
however, these things are all part and
parcel of the same backwoods
mentality, with its resistance to the
free flow of information online.

It seems fitting that Google, whose
founders were barely out of high
school when Mr Barlow uttered his
cry from the heart, should be the
company in Viacom's cross-hairs.
Google famously promised, in its
mission statement, to "organise the
world's information and make it
universally accessible and useful".

This statement is deeply political -
both in the narrow sense, since it
directly challenges governments
whose hold on power is aided by

control of information, and in the
general sense, in that it promises to
change a basic equation that governs
social interaction. Google's subsequent
submission to self-censorship in China
has demonstrated one of the limits to
that dream, its fight with Viacom over
copyright another.

A medium founded on the
principles of free and open
communication has been
circumscribed by attempts to
limit its subversive potential

The debates around online
censorship and copyright
protection have resulted in a
rhetorical stand-off. On one side are
the idealists who argue that efforts to
block the free flow of information
over the internet are
counter-productive and, indeed,

pointless. The weary giants cannot
stand in the way of progress for long.
On the other are vested interests
seeking to define the issues in the
same terms that have applied to other
mass media that came before.

This face-off, however, misses the
point. Yes, the internet is different;
yes, the internet is the same.

As Messrs Goldsmith and Wu argue,
cyberspace does not exist apart from
the real world, as the purists would
have it. It travels through cables and
resides on servers, it depends on
service companies such as Google to
make it accessible to the masses. All
of this puts it within reach of national
governments and courts. With more
than 1bn potential paying customers,
China is in a strong position to lay
down the law about what sort of
internet it wants.

That is not to say that the internet
does not also represent something
new and disruptive. The cost of
communication has plummeted and
access to the network has spread to
many more people (that is, if you are
one of the billion or so people lucky
enough to be able to afford the entry

fee - the cost of a computer and the
internet service to hook it up to).

For the technologically savvy, it
will still be possible to steal music, or
to get around the censors, though the
cat-and-mouse game gets more
complicated all the time. For the vast
majority, though, the internet will be
a mass medium that is governed by
the laws and practices of the country
where they live. Yet it will still bring
more information and opportunities
for interaction to more people in more
places, and in forms that were not
imagined before.

That is something to be celebrated,
even if it does not quite live up to Mr
Barlow's concluding admonition. "We
will create a civilisation of the Mind
in Cyberspace," he wrote. "May it be
more humane and fair than the world
your governments have made before."
What a pity he was wrong.

*Who Controls the Internet?, Jack
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