Harbinger of a new age?
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AUSTRIAN-American economist and political scientist Joseph Schumpeter has linked the development of capitalism to a process of `creative destruction` by which every new idea or technology is the result of the destruction of old ones.
The Internet-propelled WikiLeaks phenomenon has substantiated this theory by breaking with the old ways of official communication and opening new vistas of freely accessible information for the public to peek into the most guarded official secrets of the most powerful states.
The US government`s immediate reaction — attacking WikiLeaks and threatening to prosecute its founder Julian Assange — can be compared with that of the medieval church officials who opposed new cosmology which threatened their narrative on creation. But the later industrial age paid gratitude to the condemned cosmologists — Galileo, Copernicus and Giordano Bruno — for their sacrifices and scientific contributions.

This information age would also appreciate Julian Assange and Bradley Manning — the 23-year-old US army soldier who reportedly passed the hundreds of thousands of cables to WikiLeaks — for making the world more open. And that is the objective of WikiLeaks: “to expose oppressive regimes in Asia, the former Soviet bloc, sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East … and to reveal unethical behaviour in their governments and corporations”.

Thus, Assange`s struggle for openness and fairness can be compared with Bruno`s search for the truth. But Assange must not be allowed to be persecuted like Bruno. Though he has been arrested by British police in London on charges, including molestation and rape, brought against him in Sweden, his real `crime` is the publication of the leaked US cables.

Strangely, it is ignored that democracy and human rights have been the US-led West`s greatest weapons against the former USSR and present Russia, China, Iran, Cuba, Venezuela, North Korea, Myanmar and the like. Therefore, the West should celebrate its `defining` spirit, the freedom of expression, which produced Bradley Manning who remains `unrepentant` for leaking the cables.

Julian Assange can`t be accused of deliberate mischief. He had asked the White House to sift through the sensitive information so that it may be excluded from publication. But he received no response from the Americans or the British. Probably, it was feared that that would legitimise the leaks.

Moreover, WikiLeaks also involves the questions of personal conscience, public morality, and social responsibility. How are Manning and Assange any different from those `conscientious objectors` and `whistleblowers` who blow the secrecy lids off, say, communist Cuba, anti-American Venezuela, nuclear-armed North Korea, or fundamentalist Iran? If they receive standing ovations and political refuge in the US-led West, then why not these two gentlemen?

But the irony is that the West is not ready to provide asylum to its own conscientious objectors. But, as is evident from WikiLeaks, modern information technology has now smashed these old information tools.

Gone are the times when states interacted with their chanceries through secure diplomatic bags. As soon as machines became the vehicles of communication leakages became inevitable. For instance, British intelligence intercepted and decoded German signals and thereby made it convenient for Winston Churchill to fight off the superior Luftwaffe during the Battle of Britain.

Likewise, this digital world has shattered the monopoly of powerful states on the demand and supply of information, let alone using it as a tool of warfare. During the last 20 years more than one billion people have moved into the middle class. Correspondingly, more than 1.5 billion people now use the Internet and the amount of digital information keeps increasing 10 times every five years. By 2013, the annual amount of Internet traffic will reach a humungous 667 exabytes.

Moreover, 4.6 billion people use cellphones that are becoming multifunctional, providing access to the Internet, banks, markets, media, governments, corporations, social networks and personal blogs. Facebook alone has more than six billion images; Wal-Mart, a US retail chain, deals with more than a million transactions every hour. Almost all the public data on health, births, population, economy, trade, business, laws, war and weather is increasingly digitally recorded.

Controlling these `yottabytes` of information is beyond the capacity of a single country or human agency. Millions of people are required to manage it all over the world. It is said the US government employs thousands of officials who have the clearance to access secret information. With such a large number of individuals, it is impossible to anticipate that no one would turn into a whistleblower.

True, some of the leaked information may be classified and harmful to state security. But look at the brighter side. Probably for the first time the world as a whole is seized with a glut of information. People are scrutinising the doings and misdoings of their leaders. More importantly, a common yardstick of public ethics and good governance seems to have evolved as opposed to the varied national and parochial outlooks. A new consensus is emerging against letting rogue or renegade individuals, corporations or states rest in peace for 30 years before the documents are, if at all, declassified.

As for our country, WikiLeaks has removed scepticism regarding three conjectures: one, the generals continue to dominate the state; two, the US, Saudi Arabia and UK continue to act as behind-the-scenes political puppeteers; three, civilians continue to kowtow to the generals and foreign patrons, instead of setting their own house in order. And by implication, the poor continue to suffer.
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