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CULTURAL IDENTITY OF THIRD WORLD
COUNTRIES AND THE IMPACT COF
CATIONS

This essay has no préﬁéﬁsiOn of ‘being in any way a definitive
study. At best it should be seen as a fesble attempt at cutting
the underbrush in order to gain a clearer field of vision and to
undertake a provisional scanning of the problem .

With the onset of the Information Age, it has almeost become
common place to discuss in broad and general terms the impact
communications have had on almost all aspscts of our livses.
From the size and mede of operation of business snirsprises and
government organisztions; population movements to and away from
urban settlements, the style of politics, the arts, to livesty-
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les, interpersonal relationships as wsll as intarnatiocnal r

annther, sometimes dirscily

tions; they havs all in ons wzy or
and sometimes subtly, been influenced by modern communications.
Still,

tions on whole culturss is extremely limited, Despite soms im-

cur systematic knowledge about the impact of communica

pressive pioneering work, the communications ressarch field is

.

still relatively new and fragmented, while the comparative

study of macro social systems in sociology is

still in search of an aggresd msthodolagy. Almost inevitably

then, any venture into this field will have to be impressionis-.

tic, and highly tentative,
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The extent of our ignorance in this area becomes even more
obvious when we turn the guestion of the communications impact

on Third World cultures around, and address it first to the indus-
trialized West.

There is, for instance, no question about the fact that mass cul-
ture is a product of modern communications. It is not difficult
to remember the concéfﬁqthat this development engendered among
the protagonists of the high culture of the West. The homogeni=-
zation of modern man and his increasing other - directedness,

the growing superficiaglity and spiritual emptiness of modern
life, the coming revolt of the masses, the rapidly changing fads
in dress and music, and in general the high volatility of moods
and lifestyles, culminating in mindless consumerism, were con-
cerns which at one time or another over the last 50 years have
dominated intellectual discourse among the culturati of ﬁhe Weste.
Still, what one observes nouw are phenomena which seem to run
counter to those earlier tendencies. One can see a new asserti-
veness of the individual, a new concern for personal identity,

a search for authenticity, and a new privatism. There also seems
to be an emergent emphasis on a new particularism of both a

local and esthnic kind.

lodern communications and cybernetics have made possible the
growth of large organisations . They did

lead to the growth of large government bureaucracies as well as
of large business entreprises which subsequently became the major
engines for economic growth, but these did not lead to the growth
of the larger political entities which had alsc become, at least
in principle, possible, Rather,they seem to have led to aliena-
tion, 2 declining willingnsss to identify with the concerns and
symbols af the nation-state, a corresponding commitment to local
politics and community related activities, and 2 yearning to
return to smaller social and political units in a search

for modes of production and of living on a smaller and more

human scale.
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the West
It is probably true that in/ traditional differences in national

character have become blurred, at least as perceived from the
outside, Still, the stereotypes that distinguish a Frenchman from
a Cerman, an American or an Italian or a Russian,seem to stick
with an almost irrational persistence, despite the similarities
in fashion, dress and consumeriet lifestyles. At the samse timse,
one has to conclude that, seen from the inside, the sense of
separate cultural idénfity as the expression of a nationally =
shared subjectivity does not seem to have diminished a great deal,
despite the homogen%z%ngﬂimgact of modern communications., The po-
litical assertivengss/gggga?gcus for cultural identity has turned
cut to be a problem defying the conformities of mass culturs.
Bhenomena like these make one realize the multiplicity of levels
within a culture,and their different susceptibility to the impact
of modern communications. They raise also the broader question of
the relationship between improved availability of, and access to
information, and the profound shifts in valus orientation which
are now so clearly discernible in the West, While it is true that-
availability and access to information was an essential precondi-
tion for ths rise in productivity, one wonders whether these had
not also something to do with the apparent loss of the work-
ethos in the West. Alsoc, increased communication has led to more
efficient production, and in many ways to more rational behaviour,
But what has made ths ultimate irrationality of the continuing
arms race between the super powers, so impervious to ths ratio-
nalizing impact of information availability ? For all the rafio-
nal sophistication that has gone into the calculus of mutual
nuclear deterrence, the nuclear arms race can only be seen as an
expression of basic irrationalities of the major informetion -
intensive civilizations in the world,
In addition, the information and knowledge explosion has not
seem to have led to the complete secularisation of Western socie-
ty as it, at first, seemed it would. On the contrary, it has not
prevented the resurgence of religiosity, reflected in the number
of

¢ f
religious cults, the increasing number of reconver-

and kinds



subsequent
sions, first to fundamentalist Christianity, and the/movement

from this into the more establishment churches in the United

States, although this is less true in Europs.

It is then, at least for the time being, almost impossible to
make clearcut and unambiguous statements about how exactly modern
communications have afflected Western cultures,

We are all aware that somehow communications have played an
important'role in what ssem to be the swings of a cultural pen=-
dulum, But our understanding of their precise cdrrelation

is very inadequate, and there is not much that we can say about

| this, except that communications most. likely have considerably 3

1kadded to the amplitude and possibly the frequency of these swings.

it would be, therefore even more unrealistic, in turning the
question towards the cultures of the Third World, to hope to get
more than impressionistic, intuitive and speculative ansuwers,
which may however still have some heuristic valuse. _

Befors doing so however, one remark should be made about the
North - Scuth context within which the qusstion is posed,

The question itself obviously, is a valid one, and one which
engages the minds of many people, especially in the South, but

also in the North,

There is a genuine concern that as a result of the expansion of
modern communications across the globe, soms Third World coun-
tries will lose their cultural identity, and that other cultures
may be destroyed or at least marginalized. The plausibility of
this heppening, however, very much depends on whaether Western -
and to some extent also Soviet -~ dominance of modern communica-
tions, in terms of both of infrastructure and information flouws,
will continue indefinitely.,.

Ouring the last decade however, profound changes in global pouwer
configuration have tzken place and continue to take place. There

has been a ccnsiderable diffusion of power across the globs, as



well as a reduction of relative power of the West, even though,
in absolute terms, United States power may have increased. And
we are witnessing the emergence of nsu powers, both on the global
as well as on the regional level, It may well be that we are -
at the beginning of a major process of fundamental historical
change which will eventually see the emergence of a number of
major non-Western civilisations, a Sinitic, a Moslem, a Hindu
and likely a number of other ones, taking their place side by
side with Western civilisation, on a basis of rough parity.

It is now already no longer possible for the West, unilaterally,
to impose international éoiutions, let alone, a viable inter=-
national system on the international community, without the
consent of the Third World, however divided it is within
itself. Undoubtedly, at some point such shifts in power

relations will find their reflection in the sharing of con-

trol over international communicaulons, through the Thlrd dorld's

participatidn in making the decisions that will ensure a mors
equitable allocation of both broadcésting and non-broadcasting
frequencies, in the allocation of electronic spectrum use, and of
satellite parking slots., Also,through participation in the policy
decisions affecting the symmetry and asymmetry of information
flous, the question of prior consent for transborder home recep-
tion, ths production of communications technology,and decisions
on definitions of privacy, transborder data flows, and the deve-
loping countries' caepacity to develop their ouwn media, In short,
the struggle for a New World Inflormation Order should be sean

as a manifestation of the Third World's determination %to act no

longer as the passive periphery to the West's active center.

It therefore matters a great deal whether one tries to respond
to the topic under discussion from a future perspective of con-
tinued Western dominance, or from the future perspective of a
pluralistic world in which power disparities have been conside-~
ably reduced, In the first case, the major problem is the
struggle of Third VWorld countries to retain their cultural iden-
tity against the onslaught of homogenizing VWestern deominated

ne largely auto-

communications. In the second, the problem is t

1
1d countries,

nomous socio-cultural transformation of Third VWor
the process of redafinition of their cultural identity, and the
manner in which interaction znd communication with other cultu-

res will affect this.



Unless the world breaks apart into an inherently unstable
collection of auterkic groupings, it is most likely that ths
North ané the South, the East and the West will be linked toge-
ther by broader or narrower bands of what might be called cosmo-
politan culture-shaped by modern communications, covering rules
of behaviour and to some extent also, lifestyles, shared by im-
portaht parts of the elites in the various countries, but also
covering activities in the fields of industrial production, inter-
national commerce/and‘tba,exchange of information and knowledge,
science, technology and culture. This cosmopolitan culture, for
the moment mainly rooted in Western cultures, but later,inevita=-
bly and increasingly,fed and stimulated by the world's non-
Western cultures as well, are, and will continue to be, a major
carrier of universal humanistic values, expressive of a growing
sense of global human solidarity, as well as of a growing under-
standing of the fragility of the globe's scclogical system, now
dependent for its maintenance on humankinds mutual dependencye.
It would be wrong housver, to assume that this band, or thsss
bands, will also be the dominant factors in the political and
socioc-cultural dynamics of the large non-Western civilisations

in the world. , » .

The essence of a culture is defined by its responses to the ulti-
mate qusstions of human existence: death, hope, tragedy, love,
delty, power, the meaning and purpose of 1life, and the place
of the transcendental in human existence. The responses to thess
questions may be affected by science and technology, and by the

isation, but need not necessarily
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be destroyed by them., Considering the indications that modern

man in Western society now seems to be increasingly unwilling to
live permanently in a totally secularized world, it is rather

i
unlikely that in those parts of the ird world uhs the tradi-
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Th re
ocial systems have been largely shaped by religion, we
on

sati vhich has characte-
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will show the same degree of resilience and historical conti-
nuity which has taken them through both the colonizl and post-
colonial era, lMoreover, in many parts of the Third VWorld today,
we can observe the beginnings of 2 moral and religious backlash
against the materialism, commercialism, consumerism and greed
which seems inevitably to accompany the development and moderni-
sation process. This backlaqh is of two kinds. In the first pla ce,;k
a neo-fundamentalistic reactlon hostlle to modernisation. Second- §
ly, a religious counter-modernisation, not hostile to modernity

per se, but insisting on its moral and religious reinterpretation

as a basis for the development effort. Many of the cultures of

the Third World will therefore retain their distinctive features,
despite the 'sharing of univegsalistic values, intellectual orien=-
tations, and fachions, as well as lifestyles of Third VWorld eli-
tes with the West. The case of post war modern lapan seems to
arque against this thesis, but American protection and Japan's
successes in production and exports resulting from their mastery
of science and technology, may simply have delayed the point at
which Japan will, culturally, come into its ouwn, resolving its oun
insecUrities about the meaning of its civilisation and sbout its
role in the world beyond the sales of automobiles and electronic

hardware.

History also shows that in the process of interaction with other
cultures, countries go through alternating waves of openness and
closedness towards external influence. The opportunity cost of
closing its bounderies may come very high to a country,in terms

of sharing in the advances of science and technology, but resort

'to it may have been taken only when the mediating mechanisms or

fFiltering processes which integrate external influences and in-

Formation into the culturel life of a nation,become cverloaded,
for the sake of maintaining cultural continuity and national

s obviously a point where such

e

integrity. 3f course, thers
isolation becones disfunctional. We have seen such alternating
waves of open - and closednass of non-Western cultures in the

face of Western science, technology and power in Japan's and



china's history, but also in the history 6? imperial Russia and
even of the Soviet Union today. It is to be expected that in the
years to come we will at times see more expressions of this re-
curring need for privacy. This should be simply a matter of nati-
onal sovereignty and privilege, were it not, that such isnlation
from, and such impediments to the free flow of information, quite
' often,at the samertime,Faciiitates the suppression of dissent at

3 hOmE—.‘ ’ v
Another tendency reinforcing the continuity of cultural identity
is the increasing power and the expanding role of the governments
of nationstates in the Third World. Ironically, this may in part
be the result of growing interdependence and the legitimate
desire of such governments to maximize their interests in the
shifting patterns of international power, In this process, which
in economic terms involves rearangements in the international
division of labor,fand the struggle for o naw international sco-
nomic order, the governments of these states have becoms the
prime negotiators with the outside world. Thess extensions into
the international field of the decolonisation struggle inevita-
bly strengthens the sense of national and cultural identity,

A great deal of power, of course, has also accrued to governments
' of developing couniries as 2 result of their role as the main
development agent in the country. Ffor these purposes, the expan-
cion of the domestic communications system become gssential ins-
truments to these governments. This leads us to a consideration
of the impact of development cn the communications system and
vice versa, as uall as of their impact on the cultural identity

of thess countries.

| ]

t is becoming increasingly evident that the large'and popdioué
developing countries will be unable to solve their problens of
deep and widespread poverty and of massive rural unemployment by
replicating the Western model of industrialisation through the
gradual entargement of their modern sectors. Through the deve-
lopment of indigenous rural technology, taking it yradually up

n
to subsequent steps on the technolocical ladder, while simul-
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taneously developing the social organisation which will allow
rural people to maintzin command of their technologies and not
relinquish it to the cities; through the development of appro-

ate technology, and the dispersal of modern industries in rural

},1-

areas with zppropriate linkages to rural productive czpacity,

these countries will have to follow a different industrialisation
trajectory from that of the‘Ues+ It is a course that through

a heavy emphasis on rural and regﬁonal employmant creating deve-
lopment will lead to a different structural transformation of

their societies and different systems of production of goods and
services, as well as to:different urban-rural configurations.

This course of development would take more time in its initial
stages, but would broaden the base of development so as to inclu-
de the whole of society, especially the rural poor and unemployed,
turning their energies into a basic resource. It is essentially a

process of revitalizing the bottom income levels of society through
timulation of self¥orga isation and=-management, cather thzn the

mere implantéﬁion of technology,capital and skills from the out-
side. This woﬁld lead to the growth of largely selfreliapt sncial

systems, suitable for high density living at relatively low per

scapita income, but also ones that are resource-conserving dnd eco=-

logically responsible, Poverty and demography thereforse, ars
forcing upon these countries a development strategy which may lead
to alternative forms of societal organisat h, which might be lass

io
oblems that have followed in ths wake of

i

nrone to many of the pr

ion, atomisation, spiritual

ct-

Western industrialisation: aliena
the search for different ways in which to organize th

e
nation towards these ends, will have to include the development

of greater capability for self enjoyment through continued activa
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people will have to be an in fort,
The reduction of personal space as a result of very high density

n
he development - or somatimes radiscovery=-of
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cultural values which will enabl



relative harmony and civility,., It will also

require the develop-

ment - or rediscovery - of concepts of inner space, most likely

through art and religion. By integrating the whole of man's

existential experisnce in this way,

for a return of the "sacred" in human life,

impelled by man's ysarning

it may be possible

to overcome the intellectual dichotomy betwsen religion and

science, as well as the inner fragmentation at the personal levsl

which science and presant. development models seem

their wake. This would make it poss
P

ible for large numbers of

to bring in

pec-

nle, living closely together, at low and only slowly rising levels

of per capita incomse,

and meaning in life through a greater capacity

i

ion in community,

it should be realized,of course,

ble, need not necessarily happen., In truth, it
t

he success or failure of the cultures of

to achiazve such autonomous development towards

and more humane societies of fres human beings,

sure of the vitality and creativity of their

Third

cultures,

to find a sufficient degree of satisfaction

for self realisa-

without losing their drive and vitality.

that what is desirable and possi-

can he stated that
Warld countries

less exploitative,
will be the mea-

Still, for

ths large populous countries, there may be no other way.

This is, of course, not the only scenario that is possible.
Differsnt scenarios ars already being played out by smaller, less
populous countriss in the Third World, which have successfully
attained a high level of economic well being by applying the
Western industrialisation modsels, and by fully plugging them-
selves into the network of international trade and communications.
Important though these successes in themselves are, -and not all
small countriss have chosen to make that decision -, they will
most likely be phenomena marginal to the success or failure in

terms of their revitalisa salf rsnewal

more populous developing countries.

D

It is by grappling with these problems
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through turning people intoc 2 rasource

emancipation, through incr



and pride, and through the selection and svolvement of the
methods and manner in which these goals are pursued, that ths
cultural identities of these countriss will be transformed, rede-

fined and strengthened from within, They will also be modern, in

ot

the sense that they will be capable to deal effectively and in
thair own way with the problems of the turn of the century.
1t is obvious that 1n thls-prscess of self renewal of a nation,
and a culture, and in kh*;’éutdndmous development trajectory,
communications will play a very important role. It can however,
only play this role to the extent that it is an indigenous ins- | |
trument in the service of indigenously and autonomously articu- !
lated goals, with regard to overcoming poverty, inequity, oopr8551-
veness, and the transformatiqn of the social and political struc-|,
tures underlying them. Such.an autonomous development trajectory E
has of course, its own information requirements. It needs above %
all an improved capacity to produce relevant, locally gensrated ‘
information which, especially in rural development is culture-,
arsa-, and even country-specific. Local relevance will require
decentralized, locally controlled programming in collaboration
with local farmers, responsive to their needs. It will require
iving careful attention to problems of suitable packaging of
such information in line with local educational levels and in-
tellectuzl orientations, but also to problems of proper location of,
and access to communications equipment for the poorest parts of
both rural and urban populations.This to ensure equal access to
thormation, and thzt the availability of modern communications will
reduce, rather than widen, the gep - also in power - between the i

information - poor and the informaticn - rich sectors of sociaty.

[ul

These countries have also have to build up the indigenous in-_.

tellectual and artistic creativity, as well as their indigenous

and autonomous capacity in science and technology, re 2sponsive to
their own problems znd aspirations., Indigenous development by it-
self will therefore provide the greatest impetus towards asta~
blishing modern communications in these countr ies., They will not
come into being as merely the extension intc the hinterland of

any international network. The establishment aof modern communi-
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cation networks in the rural areas of these large and populaus
countries is an unavocidable condition for the maintenance of the
momentum of development, because of the increasing inadequacy of
the traditional means of supplying information to the rural popu-
lation: the village headman, and the extension services.
At some point in the development process,rapidly changing produc-
tion and market requirements will create a demand for a volums
and a range of information,which can only bs handled through
direct access by the férmerkand the-rura1 population in general,
1% is agzainst this background that problems like the right to
privacy and shared control of the international comnunication
infrastructure and policies, and possibly even Third Werld represen-
tation on the board of international newsagencies by competent
individuals, in the contemporary international debate on freedom
of informationflow, have to be seen and understood.
global interdependence and the interssts af the daveloping
al trade, industrial dsvelopment and in
ge of information in the area of sciencs
d culture, require linkages with the domestic autonomcus commu-
s system. Moreover, independent access to international

n
ews and information by thes population would help to keep up ths

i
infermation system, Nevertheless, in most of these large populous
it is unlikely that the impact of the inter-
national system will be much more than marginal to the internal

dynamics of the country's autonomous societal growth.

At the same time, global interdependence, intensified and mads
instantaneous by the devalopmant of communications, make it inevi-
table that the forging of these cultural identities will

place in continucus
with the First and the Second World. In earlier centuries civili-

sations rose and fell without much affecting other civilisations,
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Later on we have sean Asian

superior \estern power,



In the Information Age however, a change in the constellation of
powsr almost anywhere in the world, is bound to affect the glebal
balance of pouear,

It may well be that only those processes of selfrenewal and cultural
redefinition encompassing alternative moral visions of man, of

his relationship to society and history, to nature and the trans-
cendental,will be viable only if they are compatible with, and
meaningful tc others bqycnd‘their_borders. What may help this search
along is the realisation that both the rich and the noor countries,
the industrial and the industrializing countries are all clearly
unprepared for the future, and that all the great ideologies

seem to have spent their strength, while the large majority of
humankind has lost its faith in the'viability of the existing
international system, and has come to consider it as basically
immoral, Thes struggle for ?edefinitién and transformation from
within, of their cultural identities on the part of Third World
countries should therefore bs seen as part of a gensral search
among people all over the world, for new moral foundations on
which a viable international order can rest.

No nation, rich or poor, powerful or weak, can work cut its
salvation in isolation., The answers we are 21l looking for cannot
be found by any singls culture alone. They can only be found to-
gether. In both success or fallure, the role of communications

may well be crucial,



