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Purpose

This paper is an attempt to deal with the crucial question of whether the new information and communication technologies (ICTs) help promote an open society, based on cultural diversity and thus offer the maximum opportunities for a wide range of cultural voices to be heard in the global arena, or facilitate the erosion of cultural and linguistic differences and threaten cultural identity and sovereignty?  The paper is based on the argument that ICTs can be a tool for cultural diversity or cultural monism, they can serve to repress as well as to liberate, to unite as well as to fragment culture and society. I argue that ICTs can only be a tool for cultural and linguistic diversity if they are applied in such a way that enables the peoples of developing countries to express their culture through their native language and frame of reference with affordable cost.  In other words, ICTs will be a tool for cultural pluralism if they are not used to expand and perpetuate the dominance of the West specially the USA at the expense of the East. 

The Importance of this issue stems from the fact that the world is undergoing a revolution in ICTs that has significant implications for cultural and linguistic diversity. “In March 2000, an estimated 276 million persons worldwide were users of Internet, - (619 million users in September 2002) - with a growth rate of roughly 150,000 persons per day, 220 million devices were accessing the World Wide Web and almost 200,000 devices were added each day. Web pages totaled 1.5 billion with almost 2 million pages being added each day. These are astonishing figures, unprecedented by any measures, but they reflect activity by less than 5 percent of the world’s population” (UN Report on ICT, 2000, P. 1). While the world is witnessing the ICTs revolution, it is also suffering from many cultural conflicts; terrorist and violence acts, which mostly, involve cultural matters as if the two variables ICTs and cultural- based conflicts interact with each other in a cause-effect relationship. This paper focuses above all on the interplay between ICTs and cultural diversity with special emphasis on the major principles and action plan for consideration by the World Summit of Information Society to be held in Geneva 2003 and Tunis 2005.

 In this respect, there are two competing views on what impact ICTs have on culture, 1) those scholars who argue that we can expect an increasingly unified global culture and, 2) those who expect culture to remain complex and varied, and that these cultural differences may even lead to future cultural clashes (Ellingsen, 2000). The main thesis of the first vision is in line with cultural imperialism theory, insisting on a single culture and prohibiting all other cultures, including the languages that are not the language of the dominant group (Kenneth, 1999). In contrast to the global monoculture theory, the second vision assumes that conflict in the era of globalization will follow the fault- lines of civilizations. As Huntington states civilization is the highest cultural grouping of people and the broodiest level of cultural identity people have. Of all the elements, which define civilizations, the most important is usually religion (Huntington, 1996). These two perspectives have generated and will be producing a lot of troubles amongst peoples of the world as they threaten the fundamental democratic bases on which the intercultural and intra-cultural communication must evolve. They also undermine the basic need for every culture to preserve its identity alive while keeping a continuous interaction with other cultures. Cultural diversity lies between these two extremes; the global monoculture or definitely the American dominant culture and the cultural clashes. The world or the society can best be described as multicultural if it contains many distinct or different cultures, each with its unique cultural components and openly, freely and equally interacts with each other on the grounds of mutual respect and symmetrical multi -ways of communication to achieve mutual benefits for all.  

Understanding Cultural Diversity

If we are to investigate the impact ICTs have on culture, the opportunities and challenges they offer for cultural diversity, we should first understand cultural diversity. Shadid (1980: 108- 120) summarizes the most prominent approaches of international cultural differences under two headings: 1- The dichotomous classification of world cultures, these generally are classifications such as individual versus collective, modern versus traditional, Western versus non-Western. In this respect, the anthropologist Hall (1976) discerns high –context and low – context cultures. In high- context culture (such as Japan, Middle East and China) people use implicit communication messages that cannot be understood by other people from outside the group. People think more in terms of “ in-groups” and out- groups” and they strongly rely on each other. On the other hand in low- context culture, like the USA and Western Europe, the communication messages are explicit and members are more individualistic. One of the more recent contributions in this regard has been made by Francis Fukuyama (1992) and Samuel Huntington (1996), and has been refereed to as the debate between the “ end of history” and the “ clash of civilizations”. (quoted in Servaes, 2002). (2) The cultural variability theory is the second approach to understand cultural diversity. Geert Hofstede (1980-1991,1995) identifies four value dimensions that are influenced and modified by culture: (a) individualism –collectivism, (b) uncertainty avoidance, (c) power distance, (d) masculinity and femininity (quoted in Servaes, 2002).  

In general, these dichotomies are based on a notion that looks at a specific culture as a cohesive monolithic way of life, an understanding that is unrealistic. As Amartya, (1998, P. 317) states culture is not just one thing, but also a generic name for a diverse set of activities and pursuits. Even within the same country different people may have disparate views of cultural achievements. Also cultures vary radically between different countries and between distinct historical traditions and heritages. This fact was clearly identified by “Our Creative Diversity Report” (1995, p.36). The report clarifies this mistaken stereotyped image about cultures as a coherent whole. It places emphasis on three distinct features of culture. First, cultures overlap because they have partly common roots, build on similar human experiences and have, in the course of history, often learned from each other. Second, Cultures usually do not speak with one voice on religious, ethical, social, or political matters and other aspects of people’s lives. Third, cultures do not commonly form homogeneous units. Within what is conventionally considered a culture, numerous cultural differences may exist along gender, class, religion, language, ethnicity and other fault lines. At the same time, people of the same gender, and of similar race or class may share ideas and clusters of beliefs across cultural boundaries, serving as bases for solidarity and alliances between them.   

Multiculturalism, then, is best seen neither as a political doctrine with a programmatic content nor as a philosophical theory of man and the world but as a perspective on human life. Its central insights are three, each of which is sometimes misinterpreted by its advocates and needs to be carefully formulated if it is to carry conviction. First, human beings are culturally embedded in the sense that they grow up and live within a culturally structured world, organize their lives and social relations in terms of its system of meaning and significance, and place considerable value on their cultural identity. Second, different cultures represent different systems of meanings and visions of a good life. Since each culture realizes a limited range of human capacities and emotions and grasps only a part of the totality of human existence, it needs others to understand itself better, expand its intellectual and moral horizon, stretch its imagination and guard it against the obvious temptation to absolutize itself. Third, all but the most primitive cultures are internally plural and represent a continuing conversation between their different traditions and strands of thought. This does not mean that they are devoid of internal coherence and identity but that their identity is plural and fluid (Bhikhu, 2000).

It is my belief that the multicultural world is one, which comprises varied cultures that are continuously engaging in a tolerant cultural dialogue with the internal as well as external differences. It is hard for a culture to claim and defend its tolerance with other cultures unless it practices an internal cultural dialogue, or internal cultural tolerance and opposite quite. A culture should practice external respect and tolerance with cultures outside its boundaries if it is to claim its plurality and diversity. At this point, it is important to express the Islamic world ‘s concern towards Western cultures in general and American one in particular. Muslims think that these societies are internally multicultural experiencing cultural diversity and plurality with internal differences, and have the principles and mechanisms of practicing diversity and openness internally. However, they lack plurality, tolerance and sometimes turn into dictators and terrorists when they are dealing with other cultures, especially those of Islamic world. The recent official position (November 2002) of American’s Administration requesting from the Egyptian government to ban the Egyptian series “ Faris Bela Gawad”, “ A knight Without a Horses” gives support to the fact that USA, the most Western multicultural society is imposing its own value system on the cultural products of another country (External Intolerance). In the meantime, Arabs and Muslims have been for the last fifty years portrayed in the Western media especially the American film and television in a very stereotyped image that defame, destroy and violate their cultural identity without any interfering from Arabs to stop these portrayals  (Hamada, 2001).

International Cultural Paradox 

 Where as international references and declarations talk about the ideal of cultural diversity, in practice even well-intentioned economists still see the ideal as integrating cultural values into their own growth paradigm or putting such values at the service of technology, rather than putting both technology and economics at the service of the cultural values and goals of local people. Furthermore, many cultures of the world appear to a Western (or Westernized) observer not only as undesirable ways of life, but also, in some respects, as morally unacceptable. They contravene the moral consensus of the developed world as embodied in the idea of universal human rights. This emphasis on the importance of respect for human rights is not in contradiction with the concept of cultural diversity (Change and Continuity Report, 2000, p. 36). A World Link Report stated that humankind, for the first time, has the sophistication to build its future not on the illusion of a one-sided, ill- conceived ideology but on a set of universal values which we all share, even if their optimal balance may differ from people to people, from religion to religion and from individual to individual and where there is great respect for such a difference. Pluralism is not just an end in itself. The recognition of differences is above all a condition for dialogue, and hence for the construction of a wider union of diversity. Ways must be found for combating rejection or exclusion of the “ Other” on grounds of cultural differences and of promoting the cultural rights of minorities and indigenous peoples (quoted in: Change and Continuity Report, 2000, p. 71,73).

In contrary to the universal human rights laws, international laws and conventions, the structure of new world order is obviously moving towards perpetuating the global monoculture or the American cultural and political values. The spread of this culture is supported by the global structure of power, which is currently a unipolar structure. Although today’s world has other major powers, the USA as a superpower could effectively disseminate its culture and unify at least the political cultures of most other major and minor cultures around its agenda. The international campaign to combat terrorism is just one example for the political, economic, as well as military pressures from the part of the superpower to suppress the diversity of cultural dimension in dealing with a global phenomenon. Therefore, the author believes that the impact of the structure of the new world order on cultural diversity represents the most important threat to all international efforts seeking to preserve cultural plurality.  “As Huntington states the interplay of power and culture will decisively mold patterns of alliances and antagonisms among states in the coming years. In terms of culture, cooperation is more likely between countries with cultural commonalities; antagonism is more likely between countries with widely different cultures” (Huntington, 1999, p. 36).

Western and Islamic Cultures: From Misunderstanding to Cooperation

It is my belief that the critical test of Western claims of cultural diversity is to let the others experience their preferable unique way of life, use their value systems and beliefs and express their own cultures with its strength and weakness through their own languages and frame of references which seem partially inconsistent with what is prevailing in the West. As Bhikhu states the dialogue among cultures is possible only if each culture accepts others as equal conversational partners, who need to be taken seriously as sources of new ideas and to whom it owes the duty of explaining itself, and it realizes its objectives only if the participants enjoy a broad equality of self-confidence, economic and political power and access to public space (Bhikhu, 2000).

 In this regard, one can definitely refer to the current misunderstanding between the Western and Islamic cultures. Islam comprehends and fulfils all the requirements of life, past and future until the end of human existence on the earth whether these requirements are spiritual, material, political, economic, social, moral, intellectual, or aesthetic. In other words Islam determines the rules, which should form the basis of social, cultural relationship, economic, judicial, and political dealings, matters of war and peace, and international affairs. Instead of understanding the Islamic way of life, culture and Islamic Shariah (Law), in the context of cultural diversity, they are used by many to support arguments in favor of civilization and cultural incompatibility. The Prophet Mohammed (Peace be upon him) brings with him a whole system of thought and action, which in Islamic terminology is called al –Din (a complete way of life) (A, la Maududi, 1978, citied in Hamada, 2000). 

It also seems important to quote the former U.S Attorney General Ramsey Clark (a man who has studied Islam closely and who has traveled extensively throughout the Muslim world). He made the following observation in 1955 address before an audience of Muslims and non-Muslims: “ Islam is the best chance the peoples of planet have for any hope of decency for their lives, for any hope for dignity in their lives. It is the one revolutionary force that cares about humanity”. According to Quran, Muslims are entitled to cooperate with all nations regardless of their faiths and to reject all kinds of extremism, oppression, exclusion, and terrorism. The Islamic community is encouraged to work with others to advance the goals of peace, stability and social justice (Yaacob, 1994). It is also true that Islam is the religion, which is most protective of human rights, cultural diversity as has been confirmed by all the Islamic texts and Islamic life style. Notably, Islam seeks to safeguard all human rights, which are founded on two fundamental principles: freedom and equality (Taher, 1997).

Islam and Cultural Diversity

Scholars found evidence in the Quran to support the fact that cultural diversity and differences of opinion and disagreement are natural to social life and embedded in mankind (Kamali, 1994, p.76). Note for example the following text which provides “If thy Lord had so willed, He could have made mankind one nation: but they will not cease to differ” ( Hud, 11: 118). The Quranic vision here is clearly one of pluralism, which, in turn is premised on the freedom of personal opinion and thought, and differences of abilities, cultures, experiences among individuals and nations. The message is further supported in another passage, which reads to the effect: “ O mankind, We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, so that you may know each other. The most honored of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you” (Al- Hujurat, 49: 13). Quran here asserts when peoples and nations differ in cultures, experiences and perspectives, they can benefit from knowing one another, as this cultural diversity can enrich all cultures and lead to beneficial exchange between them. And yet the pluralistic vision of life on earth is not meant to interfere with the basic unity of the origin and creation of humanity “ from a male and a female”. Pluralism, in reality, means allowing and tolerating differences; for this is a fact of human existence, and “ a right therefore of those who differ that no one forbid them, or make them believe in something different”  (Kamali, 1994, p.76).

If we agree with Huntington that: Of all the elements, which defines civilizations and cultures the most important is usually religion, and if we further know that Quran has clearly stated that the individual is free with regards to the creed he wishes to embrace, and it is unlawful to compel anyone to embrace a religion, then we can understand that a person as well as the society, from the Islamic point of view, is completely free from compulsion with regards to any other aspect of culture that comes after religion in its importance.  We also infer from this understanding that freedom of expression, freedom of press as well as the political and civil liberties are secured in Islam. This meaning is obviously stated in the following texts of quran: (1) there shall be no compulsion in religion (Al Baqara, 2: 256), and (2) if it had been thy Lord’s will, they would all have believed, all who are on earth, are you then forcing people to become believer?  (Yunus, 10: 99). Thus, freedom of belief has to be regarded as one of the main principles of Islamic life, thought and tolerance with both internal and external differences.

 This cultural dialogue is emphatically energizing any culture to develop itself as well as enrich other cultures. “Our Cultural Diversity Report” issued by UNESCO in 1995 affirmed the fact announced in the Quran since its revelation by the blessed Prophet 1420 years ago. The report states that any culture can benefit by comparison with other cultures, as it discovers its idiosyncrasies and peculiarities. Liberalism, tolerance and pluralism incline us to find pleasure in the idea of multiplicity of visions. It is the same fact that proves the illusion of the clash of civilizations theory. What I would like to emphasize here is the fact that the genuine understanding of Islamic culture will create common grounds to ensure the diversity of cultures to the extent that these diversity will not lead to cultural clashes, instead, it will lead to the unity of the diversified world.  “Ways must be found of combating rejection or exclusion of the “ Other” on grounds of cultural difference and of promoting the cultural rights of minorities and indigenous peoples.   Change in continuity or diversity within a unity might be the real challenge facing the world of today. As Bhikhu noted:  “Multicultural societies throw up problems that have no parallel in history. They need to find ways of reconciling the legitimate demands of unity and diversity, achieving political unity without cultural uniformity, being inclusive without being assimilationist, cultivating among their citizens a common sense of belonging while respecting their legitimate cultural differences, and cherishing plural cultural identities without weakening the shared and precious identity of shared citizenship. This is a formidable political task and no multicultural society so far has succeeded in tackling it” (Bhikhu, 2000, 78). 

Up to this point, I would like to point out once again to the most important challenge facing the cultural diversity of the world, referred to earlier as the critical test of the Western claims of cultural diversity. Muslim countries are entitled to follow Islamic Shariah, which is founded in the proofs and evidences, and not to follow the views, and arguments of the ignorant, which are founded in caprice and pernicious innovations. Furthermore, the Blessed Prophet is on record to have addressed his followers that; “ none of you can be a true believer unless your desire (hawa) is made subservient to (the guidance) I have brought forth (Kamali, 1994, 153). Unlike other religions, “Islam is a total life system; only a small section of Islamic law deals with rituals and personal ethics, where as the larger part concerns social and political order” (Mowlana, 1993, p. 18). Cultural diversity, pluralism, the only way to reinforce the creativity of human spirit, the best principle to fight political and social dependence, the optimal atmosphere for social and political stability will never be true unless all nations leave all nations to freely chose their own way of life specially the freedom of the Islamic world to adopt Islamic laws without interference of others to hinder their choice. 

Digital Divide and Cultural, Linguistic Diversity

ICTs are creating many opportunities, but because of their uneven distributions and adoption, they are also creating new risks and challenges. For the World Summit of the Information Society to reduce risks, offer concrete solutions for the new challenges and maximize benefits, it would be most useful if we discuss the overall impact of ICTs especially what has been known as digital divide on cultural and linguistic diversity. In this respect the author contends that ICTs can be seen as a unifying and divisive force, a homogenous and heterogeneous actor, and more importantly a tool for cultural imperialism or cultural diversity. “We must also not forget that technology in itself is not a determinant of change, only a facilitator. As with any other technology, it is the social context within which these new technologies are introduced and, more importantly implemented, that determines their usage and impact, in other words ICTs are social products and not an entirely a technological issue” (Paula, 1997, p. 5) and (Arab Human Development Report 2002, p. 73).

 Although the nature and structure of the new ICTs and Internet in particular can help support cultural diversity, creativity and thus stability, the ultimate net of digital technologies depends on the effectiveness of the co-ordination of international efforts aiming at closing not only the digital divide between the rich and poor but also the gap between the potentials of ICTs and its actual achievements.

Digital Divide: New Perception

The main challenge brought about by ICTs is the digital divide. This divide excludes entire cultures, groups and countries from the benefits of information and knowledge. This is giving rise to paradoxical situation where the needy and the disadvantaged groups and the illiterate populations do not have access to the tools which would enable them to become fully fledged members of the information society. This “ new society” has the following characteristics: (1) intensive use of information by the common citizen, (2) use of information as a strategic resource by organizations, (3) development of the information sector within the economy, (4) growth of the information sectors quicker than the global economy and quicker than the growth of specific nations, (5) efforts from different countries to develop their infrastructures and integration within an international common standard (Moore, 1997, in Kunsch, et al, 2002, p.2).
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 The common feature of these characteristics is the digital divide and its decisive implications for cultural diversity. “To understand the various aspects of the digital divide, the phenomenon should be discussed as shown in figure (1) along two axes. The horizontal axis represents the full cycle of knowledge acquisition, which consists of five stages: accessing information, organizing information, extracting knowledge, applying knowledge, and generating new knowledge.  The vertical axis represents the components of information industry: the content, processing and distribution of information. Of these three, content is the most important. The common definition of the digital divide and of ways to close it focuses on the shaded area indicated by (1); access to information and information distribution. (Arab Human Development Report 2002, p. 73). The information society must be based on the sharing of information and the genuine participation of social groups at various levels; and on the use of ICTs as a means of empowering local communities and help them  combat marginalization, poverty and exclusion (Abdelazz, 2002,5).

The Universal Problem of ICTs: The Overlap of Power and Language

Literature review in the area of ICTs shows that the majority of scholars, researchers, and politicians amongst others agree on the fact that advances in ICTs did more than almost anything else to drive the last decade’s economic boom, cultural homogenization, and integration of markets around the planet. At the same time, ever –larger disparities between haves and have-nots undermine the kind of cultural and social consensus essential for world stability and political progress. An important example of this inequity is the global gap opening between those who share in the digital revolution – and the increased productivity and wealth it creates- and those who live on the other side of the digital divide, including more than half of the world’s population who have never even made a phone call. The Internet may be changing everything for those who use it, but it is doing nothing for the 19 out of 20 people who still lack access (Allen, 2001, p.96). The problem is that as President Clinton says, “those who benefit from the communication revolution are those who are already possessing the greatest resources, political, power and wealth. The “information-deprived” are those who are already deprived in many other ways as well. He also suggests that market forces alone would not be enough to remedy this gap: both public action and private commitments are required to make the benefits of the information age accessible. Access to the information age is empowering, and inability to access it perpetuates deprivation, exclusion and poverty. Indeed, as a general maxim in the history of technology, those who have power appropriate new technologies, and deliberately or not, these technologies serve initially to extend the power of those who already have power. This fact is clearly identified by figure number (2). The universal problem is compounded by the overlap of power and language. The information age perpetuates the powers of the English-speaking countries and excludes non- English speaking nations from enjoying the advantages of the digital age (Keniston, 2000, 10).

Figure Number (2)
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ICTs and Cultural, Linguistic Diversity: Two Schools of Thought

In terms of the impact of ICTs on cultural and linguistic diversity, there are two schools of thought- the net is a means for the world to homogenize a culture, and the other school says this is a way to spread your culture to the world. Some argue that Internet doesn’t promote imperialism- it eradicate it. A fundamental argument about cultural imperialism on Internet is whether the Net promotes heterogeneous or homogenous culture. If the vote is heterogeneous then the Net is not imperialistic. If the Net is homogenous then it is because a culture willingly adopts the new culture to replace its own. In a report on cultural imperialism by Ina Berlingeri and Selene Brett of Harvard School of Law, the authors feel that Internet promotes heterogony not a dilution of one’s culture. Their reasoning is as follows: 1) Internet promotes heterogeneity not homogeneity. There is no single source of production or dissemination of messages, so why should there be uniformity? The decentralized nature of Internet not only militates against control, it removes the necessity for it, 2) It is inexpensive to become an effective publisher on the Internet, 3) Internet is different from broadcasting. The receiver or viewer of message is not a passive listener but must actively pull information in as opposed to having it pushed at him (Andreamon, 1997, 20). Pierre Levy’s book, “Cyberculture” (1997) also provides one of the most coherent and persuasive expressions of the contemporary technocultural vision. Levy believes, in new information and communication technologies to both expand and enhance human cognition. He also describes the emergence of a new “ knowledge space” that is in stark contrast to an older knowledge space that was characterized by its linearity, hierarchy and rigidity of structure. This new space- it is the space of the World Wide Web- is distinguished by its open, fluid and dynamic qualities. What he regards as innovative about the new techno- oral culture is its potential to support direct and immediate contact between its members. The virtual interface is conceived in terms of the return to conditions of face –to-face interaction (Webster, and Robins, 2002, 236)

Internet and Cultural, Linguistic Diversity: The Macro Analysis

 The argument of whether Internet is serving heterogony or homogeny of culture should not be confined only to its technical nature and its potentials as decentralized medium of communication through which every one can be a sender, a communicator, and even a publisher, simply because of a number of obstacles that turned it to be far from serving as decentralized neutral vehicle of culture and information.  We have to consider the macro realistic factors; - the socio-economic and political factors - that may give another explanation for the issue under concern. The cost of and need for equipment, for example, explains what I mean. Today the number of PCs per inhabitant is approximately 130 times higher in developed countries than in least developed ones (ITU, 1995). The average cost of a PC and modem, US$ 2,000, is clearly an astronomical to most people in developing countries, with an average GNP per capita of US$970, while in the industrial world it is US$ 16, 394 (UNDP Human Development Report 1996). Thus, 6 weeks salary for a customer in the North is the equivalent of 2 years salary in the South (Pula, 1997, 5). The broader socio-economic explanation of the cultural implications of Internet is clearly manifested in Denis Coult’s analysis when he tells us that powerful forces of standardization assault all cultures and cultural values. These forces homogenize, dilute and relegate diverse cultures to purely ornamental, vestigial or marginal positions in society. The main three standardizing forces are the information and communication technology, the modern state, which is inclined to assert control over diverse ideas and cultures and the spread of managerial organizations as the best way of making decisions and co- coordinating actions in all institutions. The result of these standardizing influences is massive cultural destruction, dilution and assimilation (The Futures of Culture, 1994, p.10).

Internet is far from being a Tool for Cultural Diversity

The North- American origin of the Internet is evident in the dominant language of the Net as well as the origin of most existing sites. The Anglophone influence in both form and content could be interpreted in terms of cultural dominance, or cultural homogenization and Internet could be seen as a vehicle for marketing ideas, cultures, and values stemming from a very specific part of the world. If the Internet is to be a truly multicultural medium, it will be important to encourage people in the Third World to actively use it and to express themselves not only in their language, but also in their own frame of references with affordable cost. The fact that only an estimated 5-10% of the content on Internet is of Asian origin, while the Asian population represents almost half of the world’s population indicates how far the Internet is from being true cultural diversity tool (Paula, 1997, 7). By the same token, I can say that Arabs have real concerns regarding the dominance of the English language flow through ICTs. Arab Human Development Report (2002, p. 77) indicates that concern over the future of linguistic diversity in the information age is evident from the currency of such terms as “ language divide”, “ extinction of languages” “ linguistic racism ”, and “ language wars”. Some people have become pessimistic enough to list language among the victims of the information age, along with other entities on the list of victims such as cultural diversity, local values and national sovereignty.

Since all major operating systems and applications of ICTs are written in English, ICTs use by non-English speakers requires localization. Localization entails adapting software written in one language for members of one culture to another language for members of another culture. Translation alone is an exceedingly complex part of localization. Ideally, it is a multistage process involving initial translation, followed by “ back-translation” into the original language. But, localization involves more than simple translation. The localizer must not only be an experienced code writer, but must have a through knowledge of two languages, ideally, of two cultures (Keniston, 2000, p. 9). 

The dominance of English language is affirmed by the World Communication Report 1999-2000:  The English language holds a strong dominant position: in 1997, 81% of web pages were in English. However the percentage of English language users as shown in figure (3) dose not exceed 36.5% of the total Internet users; 619 million users in September 2002. The question then is: will automatic translations help reduce misunderstanding between languages and promote genuine multilingualism? In the past, research has proved disappointing, and researchers are at present cautious, pinning their hopes on the development of computer- assisted translation systems. Only strong support for translation from producers and authorities responsible for public policy can help to bring about a more balanced flow of cultural works. If this is not forthcoming, English and probably a few more of the most widely spoken languages will eventually dominate the cultural marketplace. There is no doubt that the dominance of the English language is closely related to the issue of emerging a global monoculture. The American –influenced culture with great popular appeal, backed by enormous financial and technological resources is threatening all local cultures (Keniston, 2000, p. 10). It is my belief that efforts to bridge the digital gap through lowering the costs of local telephone connections, and empowering peoples of developing countries to access Internet may eventually perpetuate the hegemony of the global monoculture of English, unless these efforts innovate new solutions to empower users of these countries. These efforts aim at enriching the capabilities of the poor with regard to the complete cycle of knowledge, which includes actual participation in knowledge acquisition, organization, application, production, and consumption among others. 

Figure number (3)
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ICTs and the Risk of Commercial Visual Culture   

Another form of the negative impact ICTs have on culture is that they have become the vehicles for the cultural goods; satellite communications technology from the mid-1980s gave rise to a powerful new medium with a global reach and to such global media networks as CNN. The number of television sets per 1,000 people worldwide almost doubled between 1980 and 1995, from 121 to 235. The 1990s have seen a boom in multimedia industries, with sales of the world’s largest 50 multimedia companies reaching $110 billion in 1993. The development of Internet is also spreading culture around the world, over an expanded telecommunications infrastructure of fiber optics and parabolic antennas. The rise of culture as an economic good has added to the identification of culture with commodities that can be sold and traded. Although the spread of ideas and images enriches the world, there is a risk of reducing cultural concerns to protecting what can be bought and sold, neglecting community, custom and tradition (UNDP Report, 1999).” The risk of this commercial visual culture is that the international dissemination of images transcends linguistic barriers, and global television has created a space of its own through a unique merger of entertainment and information technologies. Television is thus central to what Stuart Hall has called a “ global mass culture”, one dominated  “by the image, imagery, and styles of mass advertising” This mass culture may be influencing the way people think about their regional or national identities, as they are increasingly exposed to global culture, which in most part are American messages (Thussu, 2000, p. 167).

The overall purpose of the cultural industry, Andro writes, is to reproduce the status quo within the mind of people. It thus impedes the development of autonomous, independent individuals who judge and decide consciously for themselves As a result, people from the European Union to Islamic world, China, India and Africa have raised concerns about the impact of cultural globalization, often equated with Americanization, on national culture. The Malaysian Prime Minster Mahathir Mohamad’s speech at the UN General Assembly in September 1996, blaming a handful of Western corporation for destroying all cherished values and diverse cultures of the world ((Selvin, 2000, p. 202). “There are thought to be about 10, 000 distinct cultures but many are being marginalized. The patterns of ICTs growth that is exclusive and discriminatory can destroy cultural diversity. The debate among anthropologists on whether there is cultural homogenization remains open. There are no surveys showing that people are becoming alike. And while some argue that globalization is an ideological process imposing a global culture, others argue that while cultural products flow around the world, people receive and use them differently (UNDP Report, 1999). It seems also that ICTs threat for cultural diversity in developing countries is more effective than that of governments. 

Narrowing Digital Divide: The Communication Theory Perspective

Cyber-optimists have used the normalization theory of the 19th Century French sociologist Gabriel Trade advanced by communication scholars Elihu Katz and Everett Rogers. The theory predicts that given standard demand, prices will fall further to attract new users, allowing laggards to catch up, so that eventually, accesses to digital technologies become pervasive. The initial period of adoption may therefore be expected to widen social inequalities but the normalization hypothesis suggests that this temporary gap will eventually close (The Future of Cultures, 1994, p. 12). Just as those who think there is an invisible hand in capitalism that makes government regulations unnecessary, some commentators today suggest that the digital divide will go away by itself. This is an argument akin to the conservative ideological argument that operates in general in matters of economics and social inequalities. It says that the economy takes care of everyone. This argument transposed from general economics to the digital divide says that expanding Internet usage for all groups is good enough (Kenneth, 2000, p. 20). In contrast, cyber- pessimists emphasize that stratification model provides a more realistic scenario where groups already well networked via traditional forms of information and communication technologies will maintain their edge in the digital economy (The Future of Culture, 1994, p. 12).

The history of communication technologies shows that single technologies are adopted first by the wealthy and then by the middle class and lower income groups. However, this assumption lacks validity because of unforeseen changes in technology, society and user behavior. The facts of the digital divide are as follows: 1) the digital divide is real and is documented with hard data, 2) there are important social consequences to the digital divide, as the benefits of using computer networking increase, the disadvantages for those not involved seriously with computers and the internet will increase, 3) without policy directions, the gaps do not sufficiently fix themselves, those who are somewhat behind now with computer network communication are likely to get further behind due to the acceleration of technical development in communication technologies today, 4) the history of communication technologies shows that something must be done about access, learning and quality of content, historically , communication and power have always been fundamentally interrelated, 7) the need for a communication infrastructure is greater now than ever before, 8) access and usage gaps can exist within and across all demographic categories (Kenneth, 2000, p. 20).

Conclusion

In this paper I argue that ICTs can only be a tool for cultural and linguistic diversity if they are applied in such a way that enables the peoples of developing countries to express their cultures through their native languages and frame of references with affordable cost. Unfortunately, all current indicators refer to the fact that ICTs are threatening cultural and linguistic diversity. The risks of the digital divide call for international efforts to help the poor reduce risks and seize the opportunities of the information age. The gap will not go away by itself, and the international sincere efforts can help mitigate most of the information age problems. The paper also emphasizes the need for a macro socio-economic analysis rather than a technical analysis of the potentials and structure of the Net. It has been proved that cultural and linguistic diversity must be reinforced to achieve sustainable development, preserving cultural identities of all societies and nations, replacing peace, tolerance and stability with conflict, violence and terrorism. 

 The discussion also shows that the structure of new world order is obviously moving towards perpetuating the global monoculture or the American culture and its values. The spread of this culture is supported by the global structure of power, which is currently a unipolar structure. Furthermore, the paper concludes that some Western countries lack plurality, tolerance and sometimes turn into dictators when they are dealing with other cultures, especially those of Islamic world. More importantly, this work has found that pluralism, cultural and linguistic diversity are rooted in Islam, and that the real understanding of Islamic culture and thought will create common grounds for peaceful coexistence of mankind.

Main Principles and Plan of Action

Based on the data, arguments, and conclusion of this paper, I suggest the following principles and plan of action for consideration by the World Summit of Information Society to be held in Geneva 2003 and Tunis 2005. 

Principles: 

1-Lack of attention to the macro socio-economic factors affecting the spread and adoption of ICTs usually leads to over- optimism concerning the positive role of ICTs in enhancing cultural diversity. Thus, international efforts on ICTs and cultural diversity have to consider the societal broader context in which ICTs are used and implemented.

2- ICTs are not serving by themselves to empower peoples evenly, give them equal opportunities to express their cultures through their languages and frame of references unless peoples themselves are motivated and able to know how to integrate ICTs into their own structure of life.

3-Although access of developing world’s peoples to ICTs is essential for cultural and linguistic diversity, access alone will perpetuate the domination of the global monoculture of English language unless new solutions could be innovated to empower ICTs users to contribute to the whole cycle of knowledge which includes knowledge acquisition, organization, application, and production, consumption among others.    

4- There is no invisible hands to close the digital divide, the market forces alone would not be enough to redress the gap. Therefore, the gap will continue, the developed world will enjoy more digital opportunities and the developing world will suffer from more digital risks. Without international coordinated efforts to empower the poor to reduce digital risks and maximize digital opportunities, the culture of conflict, violence and terrorism will replace the culture of peace, dialogue and stability. 

  5-The universal cultural problem of the information age is the overlap between economic power in one hand and language and culture on the other, ICTs perpetuate the power of English- speaking world and thus are being used as a tool for new intellectual, economic and cultural neocolonism and marginalize the language, culture, and economy of non English-speaking countries.  

6- Ensuring cultural and linguistic diversity is prerequisite for sustainable development, which is impossible if a society is unable to preserve its cultural identity. Cultural diversity extends the range of options before all and helps them rectify themselves while enriching others.

7- A multicultural world of the information society is a rich mix of different cultures, in which each culture is open to internal as well as external differences on the bases of tolerance, respect, equity and inclusion, and thus can not be managed from within any specific culture. Multicultural world requires multicultural management perspective.  

8- Freedom of expression, beliefs and religions for every individual, minority and society should be protected from any violation specially the inability to access ICTs to express self-beliefs and religions. Innovated ways must be found for combating rejection or exclusion of the “ Other” on grounds of religion and cultural differences. 

9- Promoting the genuine understanding of Arab and Islamic culture will create common grounds to ensure the diversity of cultures to the extent that this diversity will not lead to cultural clashes, instead, it will create the unity of the diversified world.  Liberalism, tolerance and pluralism, diversity and the civilizational dialogue are just examples for what Islam calls for.

10- Free and balanced flow of information, cultural products, ideas, scientific knowledge, and mutual regional exchange of these cultural products can safeguard cultural diversity and minimize the hegemony of the one way-flow of global monoculture.

Actions:

Based on the above Principles, here are a number of elements of the international action plan.

1- An international task force for managing and handling issues of ICTs and cultural diversity should be established under the leadership of the Secretary-General of the United Nations.

2- A permanent and regular forum for the dialogue between cultures especially Western and Islamic should be launched.

3- International coordinated efforts must be carried out to bridge the digital gap, in terms of cost, connectivity, content and benefits to reduce the risks and maximize the opportunities of information society for developing nations. 

4- International cooperation is necessary to reinforce and assist all nations to preserve and disseminate their digital heritage.

5- Localization of all major operating systems and applications of ICTs has to be encouraged; international aid should be devoted to translation of these programs from English into all major languages.

6- New partnership between governments and civil society organizations should be developed to produce indigenous cultural products.

7- Regional exchange of cultural products could help bridge the digital gap and reduce the risks of English language culture.

8- Exemption of cultural goods from free trade agreements is necessary in case of reluctance or refusal of developed world to seriously aid the developing nations to overcome the risks of the digital age. 

9- UNESCO has a special obligation in designing and promoting an international course to be incorporated in all educational systems on the value of cultural diversity and the significance of preserving of one’ own identity. 

10- Creative programs to adapt ICTs to meet the cultural needs of the poor nations and isolated communities is an international common responsibility. Public telephones, distance learning, multimedia community centers, and Internet community points in rural areas are just examples for the innovative actions for empowering deprived people to access ICTs and express their needs through their languages.
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