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LETTER TO THE NEW YORK TIMES

J. Shelby Bryan
President and CEO
ICG Communications

At the same time that Chinese Premier Zhu Rongii and the Chinese government were
pleading China’s case for inclusion in the World Trade Organization (WTO), Lin Hai, a
30-year-old software engineer from Shanghai, China was convicted and sentenced to nine
for “incitement to years imprisonment subvert the government.” His crime; distributing

articles from Chinese language newspapers in Hong Kong and Taiwan over the Internet.

Yet, trade in the era of global telecommunications may lead to surprisingly swift changes
that can limit the ability of oppressors to act. Trade can soften tyranny by emboldening the
citizenry 1o make demands. And the explosion of communications technology brings with
it sweeping power to change societies. Financial markets are already aware of this power.
even though government leaders seem relatively unaware of its mounting force.

Amecrica’s founding fathers wisely provided for freedom of assembly.  The advent of the
Internet allows for a kind of instantancous electronic assembly, across all national borders,
on a level that was previously unimaginable. And enhanced trade with China will only
accelerate the proliferation of computers among its citizens. If China is permitted to join

the WTO, the number of personal computers could grow from the 8.5 million in December
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1998 to in excess of 30 million by December 2001. More personal computers will result

in greater dissemination of information and ideas,

China has already attempted to control the growth and use of the Interner, as in the casc of
Lin Hai. But the medium, by its very nature, is not subject to control. No government, no
matter how ruthless and resolute, can withstand the opposition of a determined people
united by information and immediately shared communication. No military force is
capable of reacting swiftly enough to overcome a citizenry that can communicate widely

and instantly.

Imagine a second Tiannamen Square uprising, this one in the spring of 2002, when, rather

than 20,000 people assembling over weeks, the Internet brings out four million protestars

in the space of a day or two.

And if China is denied WTO status? The government will continue to limit liberty and
frustrate freedom. “Dangerous” people like Lin Hai will be stopped.

Clearly, technology will only force China to move toward a freer and more open society.
The more computers and other information technology distributed within China, the

sooner its people will becomc cmpowered to break the grip of repression.
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At the same time that Chinese Premier Zhu Rongii and the Chinese government
were pleading China’s case for inclusion in the World Trade Organization (WTO), Lin
Hai, a 30-year-old software engineer from Shanghai, China was convicted and scntenced
to nine years imprisonment for “incitement to subvert the government.” His crime;
distributing articles from Chincse language newspapers in Hong Kong and Taiwan over
the Intemet.

China's leaders have demonstrated a willingness to forcibly maintain their
tyrannical control. The most feeble democratic initiatives have been systematically
crushed. People like Lin Hai have been imprisoned, tortured and disappeared.

Should we expand trade with a totalitarian regime? By admitting China into the
WTO, are we sending a message that in the name of commerce, we Americans will cast a
blind eye to oppression? Some have observed that trade m.ay soften tyranny by

establishing conditions where the citizenry is emboldened to make demands. Consumer

demands may then become the first step in a people’s expression of opposition. It would
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be sad moment on the eve of the 21*

century if the desire for consumer goods energized a
population before desire for liberty.

We may find that trade in the era of global telecommunications will lead to
surprisingly swift changes that limit the ability of the oppressor to act without empowered
and immediate opposition. Related issues were debated for forty-five years concemning
the dcsirability of trading with the Soviet Union. Technology exportation had two
consequences: while enhancing human rights, the same technology would have
strengthened Soviet military capabilities.

In 1970, Samuel Pisar directly dealt with both issues in his seminal work,

Coexistence and Commerce. He pointed out that Western tradc with the USSR tended to
———

increase the size of the waistline rather than the biceps. Since Pisar’s work, there has
PO T ———— __'____—-—'_'—\—u—_______,—-_——‘

been an cxplosion in communications technology. It brings sweeping power to change
=

societies. The financial markets are aware of it, Americans are early stage participants in

it, yet many government leaders seem to be relatively unaware of its mounting force -- a

Job-747
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new universal communications paradigm has developed with breathtaking speed,
spawned by the development of the Internet.

Our founding fathers wisely provided for freedom of assembly in the Bill of
Rights. The Framers clearly foresaw that by allowing free assembly, individuals could
broadly share ideas that might become a powerful counter- balance to the stifling of
dissent. The advent of the Internet allows electronic assembly to occur instantaneously,
across borders on a level unimaginable to our founding fathers and those opposing trade
with China. Enhanced trade will accelerate the proliferation of computers in the hands of
Chinese citizens. Although China has taken measures to control the Intemet, by its very
nature it is not subject to control.

Sizeable increases in the distribution of personal computers in China will result in
disproportionately larger dissemination of Internet delivered id:aas, with concurrent
instant discussions; organization and, when necessary, challenges to repressive regimes.

There is no government, no matter how ruthless and resolute, that can withstand the

opposition of a determined people united by broadbased information and immediately



shared communication. There is no military response that is capable of reacting swiftly

enough to overcome a citizenry that is able to communicate widely and instantly.

Let us assume that China joins the WTO. As a result the total number of personal

computers distributed within the country has grown from 8.5 million in December, 1998

to 30 million in December 2001.

In the spring of 1989, a few hundred thousand students and Beijing citizens,

drifted into Tiannamen Square. Protesters non-violently stood for democracy and

freedom. The heavy-handed crackdown crushed the protest, and with it hopes for

democracy in China.

Imagine spring 2002, and another Tiannamen Square democracy uprising occurs.

The number of protestors opposing government policy has grown from 200,000 who

-

assembled over weeks, to four million assembled in Bejing in just a day or two.

A society which is made transparent by dramatic growth 1n electronic

communication is capable of replacing an autocratic regime. As Samuel Pisar recently



MAR-09-00 17:31  From:J SHELBY BRYAN

12127556602 T-691 P.11/11  Job-T47

noted. the existence of the Internet is comparable, but on a grander scale, to the Agora

during the age of Pericles.

The Internet can be effectively restricted and controlled only if personal computers and

telephone connections are not allowed to prolifcrate. As it expands, it is virtually

impossible to contro} thc multitudinous electronic distribution points.

If WTO status is denied, what will be gained? China will continue to limit liberty and

frustrate freedom. Dangerous people like Lin Hui will be stopped.

If China participates in multilateral trade organizations like the WTO, technology will

force China to move toward a freer and more open society. The sooner the electronic

means are distributed within China, the sooner its peoplc will become empowered to

break the grip of repression.

Author: J. Shelby Bryan



































