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“[T]here isn’t an economic internet and a social internet and 
a political internet; there’s just the Internet,” U.S. Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton said about the U.S.’s Internet freedom 
agenda, claiming that there should not be “walls that divide the 
Internet.” 

Indeed, as the Internet is embedded in all aspects of every-
day life, it is difficult for states to contain Internet and Internet-
enabled activities in one or a few selected domains. However, 
what really divides the Internet may not be “walls” erected by 
governments that do not like the U.S.’s Internet freedom agen-
da but the linguistic barriers that have been used to draw the 
boundaries in which voices can be articulated, heard, and ex-
changed. Though the Internet may be global and universal in its 
reach, any Internet user can only access certain segments of the 
Internet that are determined by his or her linguistic capacity. 
There may still be a Chinese-language Internet and an Urdu-
language Internet. 

The link between language and media is not new. Consider 
the following quotes regarding the role of languages, first in the 
print media two hundred years ago and second in social media 
today:

These [mechanically reproduced] print-languages laid the bases for na-
tional consciousnesses. . . . These fellow-readers . . . formed . . . the em-
bryo of the nationally imagined community. . . . Second, print-capitalism 
gave a new fixity to language. . . . Third, print-capitalism created languag-
es-of-power.1

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities
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Social media is all about connections. . . . There’s no stronger connection 
than literally speaking the same language.2

Quote from a digital marketing specialist

Benedict Anderson argues that print technologies, print-
languages, and print-capitalism have laid “the bases for na-
tional consciousnesses”3 when he examines the creation and 
global spread of nationalism from the late eighteenth century 
onwards. When the world’s media content and technologies 
converge in the digital networked environment,4 what are the 
shaping roles of languages? If Anderson is right that “capitalism 
and print created monoglot mass reading publics,”5 what kind 
of language users have the Internet technologies created? 

One does not have to agree that speaking the same lan-
guage is the strongest connection for users of social media in 
order to appreciate the important role that language may play 
in the way Internet users are grouped, which is the subject of 
this essay. How has the role of languages shaped and influenced 
the grouping of Internet users? 

This paper begins by discussing an often-overlooked point 
in understanding the digital and networked environment: Be-
fore one has a voice, one has to speak a language of some kind. 
To be heard, one has to speak the language of an audience. 
Thus, the idea of providing more information and faster com-
munication is not that simple and straightforward for all the 
languages in the world. Though the general trend of digital and 
computer network development is to become faster and bigger 
in content production and circulation, not all languages suffer 
from the problem of overabundance or information overload as 
English does.

At a minimum, without proper standards and technolo-
gies for encoding and decoding human-readable texts in digital 
codes, a language can never enjoy the volume and speed that 
digital technologies can provide. “All human-readable text has a 
language,”6 but not all languages are ready and available for the 
latest information, communication, and telecommunication 
(ICT) technologies. 

In other words, what are the dynamics of linguistic group-
ing in the digital networked environment? A series of questions 
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can be asked again about Internet technologies. First, what 
kind of “digit-coded languages” are mechanically reproduced 
that may reconfigure the bases for a national (or other kind of) 
consciousness? Under this overarching question, three sub-
questions can be raised following Anderson’s formulation in 
the opening quote: (1) In the digital networked environment, 
what kinds of fellow-readers are formed, and what are their 
implications for the idea of an imagined community? (2) Are 
languages more fixed or fluid? (3) What kind of languages-of-
power are reshaped or created? 

The above questions, centering on the idea of having a voice 
online, are fundamental for the future of Internet. If properly 
answered, the questions have implications for linguistic human 
rights online and ICT for development. It all comes down to 
the double meaning of the term “voice.” 

On one hand, a voice is human utterance articulated in a 
certain language. On the other hand, it is about “a right to ex-
press a preference or opinion,” which can be traced back to 
casting votes in a deliberative assembly.7 Thus, the movement 
of linguistic human rights, or language human rights, which 
emerged mainly in the 1980s mostly in Europe, should be re-
garded as an effort to remedy the assumption that monolinguis-
tic speech is ideal for the national or public sphere.8 The expan-
sion of the human rights movement from a political and civic 
rights movement to the promulgation of economic, social, and 
cultural rights thus has linguistic components in international 
documents. These include the 1948 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, and the 1996 Universal Declaration of Linguis-
tic Rights.9 The idea of multiple voices in multiple languages 
has also been linked to the provision of universal access to cy-
berspace when the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) recommended “the promo-
tion and use of multilingualism” in 2003. Since then, UN mem-
ber states have been requested to submit a report once every 
four years on such action taken.10 

To implement the multilingual digital networked environ-
ment thus embodies two interrelated desires. One is to expand 
human rights from the political sphere to the economic, social, 
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and cultural domains. Another is to diffuse the Internet tech-
nologies to different language users in the world. Needing to 
have a voice online is thus an endeavor to achieve the double 
meaning of the term “voice” for a group of language users: their 
expressions and their languages should be accommodated on-
line. 

LINGUISTIC INFRASTRUCTURE:  
NOT JUST DESIGNED FOR ENGLISH 

“Will the Internet always speak English?” an American linguist 
asked in 2002, recognizing the fact that the “Internet was basi-
cally an American development” spreading across the English-
speaking world at a fast speed.11 In 2002, the English-speaking 
world generated nearly 80 percent of Internet traffic. Quoting 
then French President Jacques Chirac, the American linguist 
pointed out why the prevalence of English on the Internet had 
been seen as a “major risk for humanity” that might eventually 
lead to linguistic and cultural uniformity. A director of a Rus-
sian Internet provider, who noticed the distinction between 
English-speaking elites and non-English-speakers among Rus-
sian Internet users, refuted the idea of an “open” Web as “the 
ultimate act of intellectual colonialism” because it was not yet 
“open” enough to Russian language and content.12 These reac-
tions reflected the traditional concerns of print-languages or 
media-languages as the bases both for non-English voices and a 
national consciousness. 

Indeed, to have a voice in the digital networked environ-
ment requires infrastructure that can mechanically support 
the language in question. To be “mechanically reproduced” in 
the digital networked environment, a digital language/writing 
system must be developed to address issues such as encoding 
(representing language symbols in computer digit codes), lin-
guistic and orthographic factors, and text processing (input, 
rendering, ordering, etc.). Take keyboards and keypads as ex-
amples of text input: Figure 1 shows the respective layouts of 
American English, Arabic, and Chinese. Languages other than 
American English have to cram their language symbols in a way 
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similar to cramming English alphabets onto keypads of twelve 
keys on mobile devices. Users need to be trained to type the 
language of their choice. Users without proper language sup-
port are effectively voiceless or speechless. Some languages 
may face many more digital difficulties if the symbol and writ-
ing system they require is very different from the Latin-alpha-
bet-based American English. 

A succinct historical summary of the last decade of linguis-
tic infrastructure is thus needed to demonstrate how languages 
can be “mechanically reproduced” for all languages in the 

Figure 1. Selected Keypad and Keyboard Layouts 
for American English, Arabic, and Chinese
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world. The basic story is to adopt the American English-only 
platform to a global one where all languages can coexist. 

Targeting all the languages in the world, several internation-
al bodies have contributed to efforts in making the digital net-
worked environment ready for world languages to be mechan-
ically reproduced. Recognizing the issue as early as in the late 
1990s, the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF), the main 
international technical community concerned with Internet 
architecture and related standards, has declared that the “In-
ternet is international,” and thus it is “an absolute requirement 
to interchange data in a multiplicity of languages, which in 
turn utilize a bewildering number of characters.”13 The actual 
encoding standardization efforts for world languages, mainly 
coordinated by a nonprofit organization called the Unicode 
Consortium,14 with full members mostly from major comput-
ing and Internet companies,15 have resulted in an international 
industry standard called the Unicode Standard with the aim of 
handling all the world languages.16 On the basis of providing a 
consistent encoding standard for all world languages, the Uni-
code Consortium also maintains a repository that provides key 
building software components for “locale” parameters. These 
define not only the language settings of users but also the coun-
try, date, currency, and other settings.17 Furthermore, with all 
these specifications, major software and Internet companies 
can thus provide software and Web services that meet the dif-
ferent language, regional, and technical requirements of a target 
market.18 

Thus it can be argued that the linguistic infrastructure of 
the digital networked environment has shifted from the mono-
lingual to the multilingual. One example of such a shift is the 
adoption of the encoding standards on the Web. According to 
the global search engine company Google, the proportion of 
the textual materials that uses Unicode on the Web has already 
surpassed all other encoding standards19 and is expected to 
reach half of the total Web in 2010 (see Figure 2).20 As shown 
in Figure 2, the other major encoding standards such as ASCII 
(for American English only), Windows-1252, or ISO/IEC 
885901 (for western European languages mostly) are in clear 
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decline in terms of proportion of Web usage.21 What Figure 2 
demonstrates is a clear trend of the Web adopting a universal 
standard that can potentially accommodate all the languages in 
the world, not just English or Latin alphabet-based languages. 
The progress in adopting such a multilingual standard in the 
past decade has so far exceeded the IETF’s original expectation, 
which estimated that it might take at least fifty years.22 

However, the shift from the monolingual to the multilin-
gual in the basic encoding standard does not automatically 

Figure 2. Growth of Unicode on the Web (by Google), 2001–2010

Source: Mark Davis, 2008.
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suggest the web’s readiness for supporting all the languages 
in the world. Further empirical work is required to see which 
languages are supported and to what extent: these questions 
are beyond the scope of this essay. We can ask, however, who 
should adopt the technologies for different language users? Of 
course, one can develop interfaces and applications that are 
designed for just one individual user; however, it would be too 
costly and inefficient to serve such an individual’s unique lan-
guage needs. It is, then, no surprise that developers of digital 
networked technologies will have to put target and potential 
users in a box, essentially grouping them into a category so that 
they can be served in bulk. Users belonging to the same catego-
ry thus would share the same linguistic (and sometimes also re-
gional) interface with the digital networked environment. How 
can these linguistic aspects of technologies produce linguistic 
groupings in the same way in which the print-languages have 
laid the bases for “fellow-readers,” “a new fixity to language,” 
and “languages-of-power,” as mentioned in an opening quote 
in this essay? 

LINGUISTIC GROUPING:  
CITIZENS AND/OR CONSUMERS?

In the digital networked environment, what kinds of “fellow-
users” are formed, and what are their implications for the idea 
of an imagined community? The way in which languages are 
embedded in media technologies may continue to have an im-
pact on our everyday lives, as print-languages have previously 
laid the bases for a national consciousnesses. Fellow-readers 
may have become fellow-citizens who usually shared the same 
or increasingly the same language. The way in which languages 
are currently embedded in the digital networked environment 
may be shaping and being shaped by political and economic 
units. By far the most systematic technological implementation 
of such language support is what is called “locale” in comput-
ing. Locale is a set of parameters that define not only the lan-
guage settings of users but also the country, date, currency, and 
other settings.23 One example of this is the IETF language tags, 
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 maintained by the Internet Engineering Task Force, so that the 
naming convention of the locale parameters can be shared and 
used consistently in the digital networked environment.24 

Using the Chinese language as an example, the linguistic 
grouping reflects the complications of the political and eco-
nomic units in Chinese politics. Table 1 shows some of the 
possible IETF language tags (on which different locales can 
be built) that are used for the Chinese language. Although re-
gions such as China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan use Chinese as 
their official language, different IETF language tags have been 
developed to identify the various kinds of Chinese used. The 
language identifier “zh” refers to Chinese, without any specifi-
cation about the choice of script and the preference of region. 
The IETF tags “zh-Hans” and “zh-Hant” are language tags 
with subtags “Hans” and “Hant” to identify the target script 
(Chinese written with simplified script and Chinese written 
with traditional script, respectively). The IETF tags “zh-CN,” 
“zh-SG,” “zh-HK,” and “zh-TW” are language tags with sub-
tags “CN,” “SG,” “HK,” and “TW” to identify the target region 
(Chinese used in China, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, 
respectively). 

Is one closer to her/his fellow-users when using the same 
or a similar set of “locale settings” that usually include a lan-
guage identifier and region identifier, such as “pt-BR” for Por-
tuguese used in Brazil or “zh-TW” for Chinese used in Taiwan? 
These are empirical questions that need empirical research for 

Table 1. Examples of the IETF Language Tags.

Code Language Subtags

Zh Chinese Language

zh-Hans Chinese written with simplified script language+script

zh-Hant Chinese written with traditional script language+script

zh-CN Chinese used in People’s Republic of China (PRC) language+region

zh-SG Chinese used in Republic of Singapore language+region

zh-HK Chinese used in Hong Kong language+region

zh-TW Chinese used in Taiwan language+region
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 specific locales, which is beyond the scope of this essay. Still, 
without unwarranted fears that these linguistic and geographic 
parameters will consitute the “filter bubble,” 25 it is instructive 
to note that these locale settings or parameters are the key for 
certain language and language preferences to be “mechanical-
ly reproduced.”26 For software and Internet companies, these 
language preferences are essential to providing a basic envi-
ronment that is acceptable, if not friendly, for a group of con-
sumers. For some other websites, these language preferences 
reflect their own specific grouping of users based on languages 
and sometimes regions. For example, in the Chinese-language 
online space, Baidu Baike, the equivalent product of Chinese 
Wikipedia, hosted by China’s major search company, supports 
only simplified script. Chinese Wikipedia, however, has man-
aged to provide the same content for four different categories 
of users and editors: simplified Chinese used in China, simpli-
fied Chinese used in Singapore (and Malaysia), traditional Chi-
nese used in Hong Kong, and orthodox Chinese used in Tai-
wan.27 Thus, the motivations and concerns for different kinds 
of linguistic groupings online seem to reflect the grouping of 
political and economic units, and the “fellow-users” are thus 
shaped by the implementation of different “locale parameters” 
embedded in the digital networked environment.

Major operating systems and websites today have supports 
for various language and region settings, and different levels 
of support by different players can show that certain linguistic 
groups have more presence or significance than others. Wiki-
pedia, with its open and do-it-yourself approach to language 
versions and interfaces, has 276 languages in 2011, while Face-
book only has more than one hundred language interfaces.28 
Google allows users to change their linguistic and geographic 
preferences, including interface language, search language, lo-
cation, etc.,29 with nearly two hundred language interfaces and 
nearly two hundred country domain versions.30 It is worth not-
ing that Wikipedia’s do-it-yourself or serve-yourself approach, 
meaning that users can build their own interfaces on the plat-
forms provided, has also been used by companies such as Face-
book31 and Google.32
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The fact that users of different languages are encouraged to 
serve themselves on a global platform leads to the next ques-
tion: Does the digital networked environment give “a new fix-
ity to language” as in the print era, where print-languages are 
standardized enough to create a common basis for exchange 
and communication?

LINGUISTIC (AND REGIONAL)  
DIGITIZABILITY

In contrast to the print era, in which the mechanically reproduc-
ible print languages are those that can be standardized in a na-
tion-state for a national market, the digital networked environ-
ment of the universal kind seems to be more flexible and fluid. If 
anything has to be “fixed” in this new environment, it may well 
be the fact that the language in question must be digitized or 
“fixed” in the digital forms of zeroes and ones. 

Digitizability thus opens up space for all kinds of language 
and regional variations of the digital networked technologies. 
Partly because of the international efforts to digitize and net-
work all world languages, partly because of the malleability of 
using digit codes of zeroes and ones to represent all languages, 
any language in the world seems to be able to be mechanically 
reproduced in the digital networked environment. It is then 
not necessary to argue that major Internet companies, even if 
they are hosted in the United States, can never respect the need 
to have “national” voices online. It is difficult to discount these 
international efforts in enabling the Internet to “speak” the lan-
guage where the voice can be articulated and heard. The mul-
tilingual development of the world’s Internet infrastructure 
should be seen in the overall context of the “internationaliza-
tion and localization” efforts of the software industry, which is 
often abbreviated to the numeronyms of “i18n and L10n.”33

Going beyond mere character encoding, the efforts in i18n 
and L10n cover many aspects of software usage that are related 
to language and regional differences, which include the design 
and layout of user interface, input, display, time zone, curren-
cy, and language preferences. Internationalization of a certain 
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piece of software suggests that the linguistic and regional as-
pects of the software are designed and developed in a way that 
is not limited or specific to any “locale” (the parameters that 
define the language and regional aspects of computing). In oth-
er words, internationalization prepares a piece of software to 
be independent from configurations of a certain language and/
or region so that it can be repurposed to serve other languages 
and/or regions. Localization of a piece of software refers to re-
purposing the already internationalized software for various lo-
cales. Another way to look at this i18n and L10n process is as 
follows: The i18n process first makes sure the digital networked 
environment is built language neutral (and thus not biased to-
ward any specific language), and the L10n process then allows 
for different kinds of language and region support actually to 
be implemented. The i18n process aims to accommodate digi-
tal bits so that the digital networked environment is flexible 
enough to provide support for different locales. 

Are locales the new “fixities” that are reintroduced back to 
the digital networked environment? Does the use of locales 
segment or even fragment the digital networked environment 
into different worlds that have few connections? For example, 
does the use of locales such as “zh-CN,” “zh-SG,” “zh-HK,” 
and “zh-TW” (Chinese used in China, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
and Taiwan, respectively) create compartments of different 
Chinese-speaking worlds? A similar question can also be asked 
about “en-US,” “en-UK,” and “en-IN” (English used in United 
States, the United Kingdom, and India, respectively). One can 
even ask further if the locales with a smaller population can 
thus avoid the print-era fate of being subsumed by the stan-
dardization of a major nation-state language. All these ques-
tions may require further empirical research, but some educat-
ed guesses are provided by understanding how Web searches 
work linguistically. The linguistic dimension of Internet devel-
opment is vividly described by linguist Geoffrey Nunberg, who 
captures the mechanism of search engines as the ultimate voice 
collector and conversation monitor:34

Seen from a Google’s eye view, in fact, the Web is less like a piazza than 
a souk—a jumble of separate spaces, each with its own isolated  chatter. 
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The search engines cruise the alleyways to listen in on all of these con-
versations, locate the people who are talking about the subject we’re in-
terested in, and tell us which of them has earned the most nods from the 
other confabulators in the room.

What brings the “isolated chatter” together and accessible 
is the computer power to match strings of text that articulates 
human voices. The way search engines manage to listen to and 
monitor human voices online depends on the shared keywords 
and thus certain shared language tokens. Even social media 
such as Twitter and Facebook use hashtags, tags, or simply key-
words in certain languages as the underlying mechanism to ex-
change and aggregate voices online. Thus, it is very likely that 
linguistic (and regional) digitizability may allow for more di-
verse usage of major language scripts, such as Chinese charac-
ters, English Roman alphabets, standard Arabic script, Russian 
Cyrillic alphabets, etc., for all kinds of appropriation and adop-
tion by languages such as written Cantonese, Singlish, Egyptian 
Arabic, modern Mongolian, and so forth. 

Bringing fixity to languages, be it in the print era or the cur-
rent digital networked environment, is thus about power and 
the politics of voice. If Nunberg is correct in his description 
of the Web as “less like a piazza than a souk,” the potential to 
connect disparate voices from different corners of the Internet 
requires people to use the same keyword in certain languages 
in order to aggregate souks into a temporary piazza-like public 
forum on the very topic embodied in the language-dependent 
keyword. For voices to travel from one locale to another, these 
voices need to be articulated, digitized, aggregated, searched 
and listened to, with the help of keywords that are language 
dependent. Since it is probably the first time in human history 
that multiple languages can coexist in a universal platform, it 
is more important to listen to the global voices in their various 
own isolated chatter (e.g., the Global VoicesOnline.org) before 
entering various ongoing conversations. There are alternative 
methods of listening to Chinese or American voices online 
then going to the official diplomatic website, as there are multi-
ple new ways to engage existing conversations with the relevant 
keywords in their own vocabularies.
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So far we have answered some of the questions regarding 
the dynamics of linguistic grouping in the digital networked 
environment. All kinds of “digit-coded languages” potentially 
can be potentially mechanically reproduced in the digital net-
worked environment; however, it may be too early to generalize 
their implications for building a national (or any other kind of) 
consciousness. Still, in the increasingly multilingal digital net-
worked environment, new groups of fellow-users are formed 
and potentially can change the idea of an imagined community 
online in a more fluid fashion. 

The remaining question is what kind of languages-of-pow-
er are reshaped or created? This essay ends with a discussion 
of the notion of a Chinese voice versus an American voice to 
highlight the centrality of needing a voice online. It is not only 
a language or technical support issue but also a much broader 
issue about the future of the Internet. 

LANGUAGES OF POWER:  
A CHINESE VERSUS AN AMERICAN VOICE?

Whether a voice can or cannot be articulated online shows the 
double meaning of the central concept of “voice”: it is about 
expressions and languages. The very concept can highlight the 
implications for the current disagreement between the U.S. and 
Chinese governments on the role of the Internet. The most cru-
cial background information is that, in terms of Internet users, 
the two countries are seen as the major representatives of the 
top two languages: English and Chinese.35 Although the Inter-
net was originally designed for American English,36 China has 
the highest number of Internet users in the world,37 surpassing 
that of the United States in 2008.38 Google’s chief executive offi-
cer envisioned that before 2014, the Internet will be dominated 
by Chinese-language content. Despite having an authoritarian 
regime that can control and censor the democratizing poten-
tial of the Internet,39 China has the highest proportion of us-
ers who produce online content most frequently and are the 
most socially playful online, more so than countries such as the 
United States in a 2011 survey on global Internet values.40 Th ese 
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 Chinese Internet users may employ the Internet mostly, if not 
exclusively, in Chinese. 

With such background information in mind, it is then in-
structive to see the different interpretations of the “voice” on-
line by both governments. For the U.S. government, the focus 
has been the human right of free expression for those who 
encounter censorship by their governments, which includes 
the Chinese government.41 For Washington, DC, it is about 
the political and civic rights of the voices online, with the U.S. 
government as the major agent for Internet freedom.42 For the 
Chinese government, the issue has been framed to reassert the 
collective “Chinese voice” online to exercise state sovereignty 
on behalf of China. For Beijing, it is about the extended version 
of economic, social, and cultural rights with the Chinese gov-
ernment as the major agent. 

These arguments made by the Chinese government, per-
haps more readily accepted by the majority of Chinese citizens 
and less known to outsiders, can be summarized as follows. 
First, according to Beijing, the concept of human rights should 
not be limited to the (sometimes irresponsible) rights of indi-
viduals but rather should include “the basic rights of survival 
and development,” which is almost synonymous with the “na-
tional and sovereign rights of a country.”43 This line of argu-
ment strikes a Japanese and Chinese modern interpretation 
of western liberal terms such as “freedom,” “individualism,” 
and “rights,” as retaining the negative connotations of “willful 
irresponsibility” or “a selfish power play” for profits and privi-
lege, embodied in the Chinese characters used for translating 
these terms.44 Second, by arguing that “the national language 
is the most basic linguistic right for the Chinese people,” Bei-
jing emphasizes the collective perspective of linguistic human 
rights that “the right to learn and use the common spoken and 
written Chinese” is the most fundamental and important fac-
tor for the Chinese people.45 This elevates the status of “put-
onghua,” the standardized Chinese with pronunciation of the 
Beijing dialect and written scripts of simplified Chinese char-
acters. Third, claiming to know the Chinese (language) better, 
Chinese Internet companies have portrayed foreign companies 
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such as Google as clueless Caucasians who cannot even under-
stand the sentence structure of the Chinese language.46 This 
reinforces the belief that foreign forces care little about the col-
lective benefits of the Chinese people, in contrast to “national 
champions” who understand and care. Finally, the Chinese 
government and national companies are the major guardians of 
national sovereignty or Chinese “Internet sovereignty” to fend 
off information that “contains contents subverting state power, 
undermining national unity, infringing upon national honor 
and interests.”47 As reported by Chinese official media, the ex-
istence of threats to Chinese “Internet sovereignty” is the ba-
sis on which well-known foreign social networking sites, such 
as Facebook, are blocked in China.48 Almost all international 
or American social media platforms have Chinese equivalents 
served mostly in Chinese-language interfaces.49 These argu-
ments combined present a powerful version of the collective 
“Chinese voice” in developing and ruling its Internet: expres-
sions of a unified Chinese voice against foreign influence, using 
the Beijing-defined national language. 

Is it fair to argue that major Internet companies, mostly 
hosted in the United States with a majority of English-speak-
ing users, cannot understand the need for national voices and 
respect national consciousness? Is it fair to argue that the Chi-
nese voice will be best served when voiced in the Beijing-de-
fined national language? If so, does the Chinese voice include 
the voices of Tibetans, Uyghurs, and Mongolians, etc? Can 
non-American English (for example, British English or Indian 
English) and non-Mandarin Chinese (for example, Cantonese) 
prosper in the digital networked environment where American 
English and Mandarin Chinese constitute the majority of con-
tent production in respective language scripts online? Who are 
the new language supporters and authorities when the digital 
networked environment is our environment? These kinds of 
questions are expected to be raised across different languages 
and regions as the global Internet reaches to more people in 
the world. It is then an absolute requirement that policymakers 
understand the values and norms for the digital and networked 
environment to accommodate a multiplicity of languages, in 
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a way that respects preexisting conversations and the need to 
have a voice. In particular, the U.S. government and Internet 
companies should reexamine their roles in accommodating and 
aggregating local voices, by including much needed cultural 
and linguistic sensibilities that have been the expert domains of 
traditional diplomacy and area studies. Languages should not 
be barriers that constitute a “filter bubble” 49 but valuable re-
sources for mutual respect and mutual understanding, making 
the digital networked environment fruitful grounds.
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