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Prologue … Setting the stage


How are the ideological influences, cultural pressures, and structural constraints that originate in American and Japanese computing ideologies shaping computing developments in cultural institutions such as Russia’s State Hermitage Museum? This case study calls on the notion of cybercolonialism – that is, the colonizing of cultures by a diverse range of computing ideologies both overt and subtle – to examine how these ideologies are shaping theoretical, cultural, and applied computing developments in the setting of the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg. Particular developments investigated at the Hermitage in May of 2001 include: 1) the employment of the World Wide Web (WWW) in a global representation of the museum, and 2) considerations of computing in art historical research, curatorial endeavors, and the museum’s visual arts education programs. This paper will elaborate the findings of the investigation, and address some of the questions it has raised, through an examination of the ideologies giving shape to the representation of the IBM-sponsored State Hermitage Museum website located at www.hermitage.ru. 

Theoretical framing and significant vignettes

The Internet, of which the WWW is a component, purports to be a worldwide source of information. There are questions about its ideological flavour, not only at the level of content but in its very design. The design and programs that comprise particular computing applications (such as the Internet and the WWW) are dominated by an arguably narrow range of ideological viewpoints, emanating particularly from the United States 
and Japan.


This paper is one component of a broader study. That larger project employs postcolonial theory to investigate cyberspace, examining dominant computing ideologies and their consequences on Web development and other computing activities, in musea in both developing and developed countries; the present paper focuses, for the purposes of the EVA 2002 Moscow conference, on the case study of the State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia. It examines ideas underlying the ways in which the Hermitage Museum chooses to represent itself on the WWW (http://www.hermitage.ru) with a website modeled on that of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC website (http://www.nga.gov). Further, it explores some of the relationships at work between the Hermitage and its website corporate sponsor, IBM, and concludes with a discussion of the implications and importance of these representations and relationships in terms of reciprocity and cybercolonialization.


As computer-based information and communications technologies (ICT) become dominant in shaping the transition from industrial-based to computer-based information cultures, the relationship between processes of colonialism and postcolonialism to the designs and encounters in cyberspace grows in significance. Research in such diverse fields as postcolonial studies, cultural studies, critical theory, philosophy, the history of art, and education suggests that ideologies of computing are overtly and subtly shaping cultures in both affluent (usually Western) nations as well as in less affluent nations within the developing world.


Although colonial and postcolonial discourses have generated investigations and analyses on a global level, the newly emergent and related phenomena of cybercolonialism and cyberpower have received relatively little attention. Initial discussions of cybercolonialism have, however, recognized some problematic implications of the ways in which computing technologies may superimpose foreign ideologies, cultural pressures, and structural constraints on the particular cultures employing these technologies. In the conceptual and virtual space entitled cyberspace, relationships of power emerge as a result of these superimpositions. Relatedly, cyberpower is a form of power that, in structuring politics and culture on the Internet and the WWW, has the strong potential to create and maintain domination and cultural imperialism, and to become a form of hegemony through which dominant Western nations and corporations spread their ideologies using the Internet, the Web, and related hardware and software (Nasirzadeh, 2002).  

Two particular ideological viewpoints, among others, are dominant players in colonizing roles: the “American New Frontier” notion, deployed in narratives of cyberspace and standing in the tradition of one of the American founding myths of conquering new geographic spaces, and Japanese ”techno-colonialism”, a technical inter-discourse consisting mainly of “oriental” consumer technologies and objects (Marchant, 1999). The “American New Frontier” notion, as illustrated through various narratives (such as American Revolution literature and stories of colonial movement westward across the North American continent) that foreground the emptying and subsequent re-territorialization of space, can be understood in relation to electronic spaces, which can themselves be de- and re-colonized. Techno-orientalism can be described as a more expansive aesthetic or cultural Orientalism that “seeks to re-code Western consumer products into an oriental trend” (Marchart, 1998, p. 57). Morley and Robins (1995) contend that “Japan has become synonymous with technologies of the future – with screens, networks, cybernetics, robotics, artificial intelligence, simulation” (p. 168). In the techno-orientalizing process, the Internet and the Web, as technological objects, replace other artefacts of popular culture (Marchart, 1998). 


The field study of which this paper is one component comprises a deeper and more particular investigation of these phenomena. In addition to the particular case of cybercolonialism in the context of the State Hermitage Museum, it consists of ongoing comparative field studies at the National Gallery of Washington, DC, and other world musea, with the aim of exploring dominant ideologies, cultural pressures, and structural constraints in relation to the use of information and communications technologies. The May 2001 State Hermitage Museum case study is the first to initiate a formal investigation of the influence of cybercolonialism on world musea, exploring in particular the Hermitage’s WWW global representation.
Illuminating literature and methodological processes

There exists a growing body of research and literature on the concept of cybercolonialism, or technocolonialism (Chesher, 1998; Ebo, 2001; Fernandez, 1999; Marchant, 1998; Morbey, 1998, 2000; Sardar & Ravetz, 1996). This work emerges from the concept of Discourse Analysis of Colonialism, first developed in Edward Said’s salient 1978 work Orientalism. There Said argues that the “orient” is constructed by Western discourses as “other”, and represented as primitive, dependent upon Western expertise and in need of being controlled. Analogous to this understanding is the West’s global domination of computing expertise; in relation to the developing world in particular, it is difficult to deny the role of cyberpower and control in the creation of a technological “other” who lacks what is assumed to be the more efficient collection, exchange, and distribution of information to which those with the necessary hardware, software, and technical skills have access (Nasirzadeh, 2002).  

Little work has been done, however, on connections between cybercolonialism and world musea. Following in Said’s conceptual footsteps, ethnographic observations, open-ended interviews, and discussions with IT personnel at the Hermitage Museum invite a new awareness of cybercolonial impacts on, and consequences for, world class musea. Data collection engaged various Hermitage information technology personnel in qualitative pre-structured, open-ended, taped interviews that took about one to one and one half hours. IT personnel were invited to question the interview questions as well as to add pertinent information not overtly sought out in questions. Several IT persons were interviewed several times over a three-week period as further questions would arise in the ongoing questioning and collection of research data. The taped interviews were transcribed and the transcriptions were analyzed employing Atlas.ti qualitative software by research assistance Colette Granger who also wrote up the Atlas.ti findings. Along with the taped, transcribed, analyzed, and written text of the interviews, ethnographic research notes were taken on site at the Hermitage delineating IT procedures and practices.

In play at the State Hermitage Museum: Information and communications technologies   
The findings arising from the data collected at the Hermitage Museum in May of 2001 comprise three dominant categories: representations, relationships, and the implications of those representations and relationships in terms of reciprocity and cyber-colonization. Let us begin with an examination of the ways ICT and related ideologies shape how the Hermitage Museum represents itself globally on its IBM-sponsored website. Two questions provoke this examination: first, how have information and communications technologies, and specifically IBM’s sponsorship of the Hermitage website, changed the museum’s global representation of itself? And second, can these changes be understood as a playing out of cybercolonialism?

Representation

The current Hermitage Webmaster, Roman Shabaltas, recalled that Museum Director Mikhail Piotrovski and the head of computer department Alexey Grigoryev, along with others, wished that “the Hermitage museum should be represented on [the Web because this gives] a possibility for everyone to visit and share […] Russian history, culture, and treasures collected in the Hermitage”. Under this leadership, eager for an Internet presence, the museum developed a large website in the 1990s. That initial website was of Russian origin and development. Due to its creators’ lack of experience, however, it contained mistakes. According to Shabaltas, it was “not professional in [the way that the later IBM site is, though] it had pretty good design and structure … and after [about] one year [through the work of Russian] scientists, [the] site was filled out. A lot of data was inserted on to the website and it became an interesting site”. 


In June of 1999, the administration of the Hermitage and the Global Division of IBM led by Rebecca Kerr jointly launched an IBM-managed website viewed by many as superior. For the IT Director, “IBM is a very big and very smart company, the technology of America is better and faster, and IBM has a very powerful and complex web server” (located outside Atlanta, Georgia in the United States). Although the website, managed by IBM, bears a striking resemblance to the websites of various other museums such as the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, this did not, at first, seem to bother the individuals interviewed. Asked whether the use of Western-based technology to represent a Russian institution is problematic, Grigoryev followed his initial comment –  “I think it will take a long time to answer this question….” – by saying: “I cannot say that we have problems with the Western design, but you can see the influence of IBM on this project. The most important question is – what [is the] goal [for people who] use this website. Who is the user?” Moreover, when asked later how the “Russian-ness” of the museum comes through on the Web, he stated that the information text, the museum building, and its contents are Russian, so that it does not matter which technology is used to represent them.  He does not seem concerned that the technology used is, without exception, Western in origin, saying: “If it works, then the . . . kind of design does not matter”. 


Grigoryev’s later statements, however, belie his earlier apparent lack of concern; they demonstrate a clear understanding that there might be different approaches to making a website, and recalling a certain degree of conflict between the Hermitage and IBM in this comment concerning the banners on the Hermitage website: “We tried to make it our own, our own vision … and IBM was a little bit against it…. Sometimes the designers are Western, from [the] USA…. They said that you have to put away this picture and put that, and so they also directed the pictures … when you work together, you have to compromise”. 

Notwithstanding Grigoryev’s comments concerning conflict, the overall consensus within the Hermitage seems to be that while IBM provided the technological framework for the new Hermitage website, the content was provided by the employees of the museum itself. What is most interesting about this, however, is the relationship between the framework and the content. Grigoryev succinctly described this relationship: “Because we already had a new technology we had to make new content. We did not have the full technology, but we tried to prepare everything for that, so when we got it we could fill it…. We create[d] data for [the] new technology”.

This is a stunning revelation of how a change in technological framework – the form – began to drive the content of the website. Whether that was, is, or will be ultimately advantageous is a significant question, but for the moment what is most important is first, that this shift came about, and second, that it came about as a result of IBM’s involvement in the training of Hermitage staff and the application of its “standards” to their work. Grigoryev’s revelation, along with his initial contention that all that matters is that the site is easy to use, suggests a wholesale acceptance of the superiority of IBM formats, standards, and procedures.

But to state that the choice of design does not matter as long as it “works” (whatever that might mean) – is to ignore or to fail to see the ways in which the structures that make the site “easy to use” are not neutral. Webmaster Shabaltas gestures toward a similar acceptance of IBM’s view of how the design ought to function, in relating how 

the Web structure idea was brought by IBM, so they had to explain [what] the design [meant] and what it [was] for…. And how can I edit and reorganize this structure, [and] save the idea of this structure, to make it very clear for every visitor [so that] in every page you visit you can understand in what section you are, and how you can get to other sections and so on? The IBM managers came here to St. Petersburg, and for five days, worked with me and explained…. 

For Shabaltas, this intensive training was a natural offshoot of the “main goal and aim of IBM”, a corporate goal that in his account appears to merge seamlessly with the aims of the museum: If IBM uses [its] logo, it has a certain standard … [there] should not be any broken links, any broken images, any mistakes”. Both the IT Director and the Webmaster seem at times to fall into the hegemonic trap (and it would be hard not to, given the naturalization of Western ways as automatically “better”) of believing that the medium not only is not the message, but that it does not even have an effect on the message, even as they acknowledge, paradoxically, that the medium has forced the content of the message to change. Have not American Web structure and design very subtly both de- and re-colonized the representation of Hermitage content? And further, how does what one sees on screen, in the Hermitage’s website or virtual space, vary from what one views and interacts with in moving through the museum’s physical space?

Relationships

This section looks at some of the relationships within the Hermitage that are altered and challenged by the implementation of ICT, two in particular: the current website, and the relationship between the Hermitage and IBM.

IT Director Grigoryev described how the Hermitage/IBM relationship began:

There was a person, a woman from IBM, she came here and she found Piotrovski. He does not know who was behind this woman, how it did happen. IBM was not only working with the Hermitage, it had another project, for example, in Washington, DC. She told IBM, after visiting the Hermitage, that it would be good to work with [the] Hermitage.

In a follow-up interview, he went on to state that the original agreement “took such a long time [to evolve] because this woman . . . [had to be sure she could tell IBM] that it was a good thing to work with the Hermitage, because they did not want to lose money”.

Webmaster Shabaltas, in turn, commented on the sources of the information appearing on the new website:

Most of this information [came] from the collections called life section, history section, and educational section and was brought [forward] from the old [web] version. The main structure and the ideology of the site, the targeting of the site, and design styles were developed by IBM staff, managers, and designers. They developed the structure.

Alongside this subtle revelation of a kind of de- and re-colonializing of structure and design on the part of IBM, Shabaltas articulated the project’s mandate, stating that since the creation of the website it has been the Hermitage itself that has determined its content, and that IBM “work[s] as the consultant and we just ask their help [for] our design”. He went on to say that the project’s goal is for the museum to work independently with the website implementation and with projects arising from it, and that to a large extent this is already the case. And yet, he also noted that should the Hermitage choose to end the relationship and “work without IBM [they would not] have all the things [they] have right now”. Similarly, Grigoryev outlined the arguably curious degree to which, despite the stated objective of independence, IBM’s involvement continues: 

… maybe some games [will be] developed in the future for children, or educational programs, and [IBM will] say ok, you can make this, but please make [it] robust and consistent. This is a priority of IBM, to tell us to maintain quality in things we design.

Indeed, while on the surface it might appear that IBM seeks independence for the Hermitage, a deeper look suggests that the corporation seeks to, and indeed does, maintain a significant amount of control over the ways in which the project is maintained. Echoing Shabaltas’ statement (noted above) concerning IBM’s demand that the Hermitage conform to its “standards”, frequent mention is made throughout the interviews about “checking” with IBM, and about the “quality of the site” as the “main goal and aim of IBM”. The forefronting of IBM’s goals is also, arguably, made evident in relation to the question of language on the website. The fact that English is chosen as the second language (after Russian) is not altogether surprising – it is, according to Grigoryev, the language of approximately half the individuals who access the website. Moreover IBM is a US-based company, and English is its language of operation. What is curious, however, is the fact, observed by Shabaltas, that IBM was determined that the English used in the museum and on the website be American English. This demand, noted Shabaltas, resulted in “great fighting” between the Hermitage’s English translators, who use standard British English, and IBM management, who “wondered” why British English was being used.

Other disagreements between Hermitage personnel and IBM were mentioned, albeit briefly, including the one, as noted earlier, concerning banners on the website. Another issue arose concerning software, this one apparently resolved in favour of the desires of the Hermitage: according to Grigoryev, “IBM put another program in our computer, but we did not like it so we use Photoshop”. 

Implications of these representations and relationships in terms of reciprocity and cyber-colonization

How can we think about the relationship between the Hermitage and IBM? Is it one of reciprocity, in which each party benefits to a similar degree, or is one party likely to be advantaged more than the other as the relationship unfolds? Within the transcripts there are certainly moments when a perception of reciprocity is specifically articulated. Clearly, the enthusiasm with which the Hermitage staff has become involved in the IBM project reveals the ways in which they believe it is beneficial for them. In fact, Grigoryev, in a discussion about the superiority of IBM technology, simply states that the Hermitage/IBM project is “good for all sides”. Still, despite the generally positive response to the IBM project articulated in the interviews, there are three general areas in which cybercolonialist aspects of IBM’s work with the Hermitage can fairly easily be demonstrated. These are: (1) the subtle shaping by the structure and ideology underlying the website, (2) the changes ICT and the website have brought to ways people experience (and think about experiencing) the museum, and (3) the question of language choice and usages, including corporate business language, on the website.

In considering the question of cybercolonization of the Hermitage on the part of IBM (and ICT in general), it is important to examine not only the overt concepts but also events that symptomize the process. We also must look at how both the concepts – website structure and ideology – and events become naturalized in the users of technology and its languages. There is ample evidence in the interviews (and discussed herein) to support the view that members of Hermitage staff have begun to accept as “given” the particular forms that cybercolonialism has taken with respect to their work. Speed and information, website structure, and marketing are only very small parts (and not always the most useful or important parts) of an art museum experience, yet they are the aspects that are often emphasized in these interviews:  it seems quite “natural” for museum personnel to accept the high-speed and information-providing aspects of ICT, the website structure incorporating American and techno-oriental ideological influences, and the site’s “marketing” component – the goal of attracting more visitors to the museum, where ultimately they will purchase goods in the Hermitage Shop. Put differently, such naturalization – a kind of technological hegemony that views ICT and underlying ideologies as neutral – might help to account for the overall enthusiasm on the part of Hermitage personnel for the joint museum/IBM project; technology has become naturalized to such an extent that it can no longer be viewed as other than useful, even when it has the potential to change profoundly the ways the museum works and is experienced by those participating in it.

A further word on the website: in visiting it, we were particularly intrigued to observe that the “about the site” page is only accessible from the English-version home page, and only available in English. This is the page that relates IBM’s involvement, and it contains some particularly interesting language around IBM’s goals for the project, namely

to do much more than just provide technology to the Hermitage Museum. We aimed to transform how people around the world experience the Hermitage Museum and its collections. The partnership with a world class cultural institution like the Hermitage marks IBM's web debut in the cultural arena and represents another powerful opportunity for IBM to demonstrate its leadership in providing leading edge e-business solutions to help customers leverage their existing assets. The project required IBM to tap into variety of competency centers around the globe and involves four key technology initiatives.
 

There is not a great deal of talk of joint or equal participation here. This text, which does not appear in Russian, is essentially an advertisement for IBM. It consists of a statement of the corporation’s business goals for its project with the Hermitage, which is positioned as a commodity to be exploited, and invites the important question of precisely how IBM benefits from involving itself in such a project? Further, it would be useful to examine what might be meant by the aim, explicitly stated, “to transform how people around the world experience the Hermitage”. Just what does that mean? Where might such a perceived need for transformation originate? Who made the decision to undertake such a transformation, and who will determine what form it takes? The Hermitage? IBM? It is by no means clear.

Persistent questions

In assessing whether a relationship is exploitive or reciprocal, it is important to ask who benefits, and how. Is it an even trade, a fair deal? How can this be determined? If part of what cybercolonialism does is to become naturalized to the extent that those colonized are continually dependent on First World expertise and control (Said 1978), how can we imagine that they might be able to judge its effects? Might their very definition of a “fair exchange” be altered? In other words, is it sufficient if, as a result of the joint project with IBM, benefits accrue to different museum departments in the form of computing resources? Do superimposed ICT ideologies and structures really matter in difficult economic circumstances, like those in present-day Russia, if the museum’s administration believes that it primarily needs financial and technical support, in particular for its website? Or must we examine the ways in which these very beliefs are themselves consequences of an uneven relationship? 

Another question arises: How can we assess the benefits, in the present situation, that accrue to IBM? Much of what that corporation stands to gain (given its use of the site as a way to advertise its e-business component) may be material, and perhaps there is a way to calculate those benefits. But much else is not – the intangible goodwill that might, for example, be generated by what visitors to the Hermitage website see as a generous, cross-cultural exercise. Conversely, for the Hermitage, an intangible benefit might be the increased worldwide exposure that the site gives to the art of the Hermitage, which otherwise might not happen – the majority of “hits” on its website come from outside Russia. However, given this fact, and as discussed above, the question of who, precisely, reaps the benefits of this exposure might give pause, as most of those who access the site live in Western, “developed” countries. Relatedly, the very choice of the Hermitage, whose collection originates mostly outside Russia, is an interesting one. Had IBM’s goal been to aid in the dissemination of Russian culture, it might have been more productive to select the Russian Museum (also located in St. Petersburg). That this was not done might arguably be a function of IBM’s concern, articulated by Grigoryev, that involvement in such a project be financially advantageous for IBM –there is almost certainly a greater global market for the vast collection – mostly non-Russian – of the Hermitage than for the national treasures of the Russian Museum. Might a cynical view of the project be that it has amounted to a way for the West – through IBM – to get its virtual hands on that international art? For even though the vast majority of those viewing the Hermitage site are economically privileged, most of them will never visit the Hermitage in person. Perhaps the late twentieth century presence of IBM on the museum website can be viewed as a continuation of the West’s colonization of Russian culture initiated by Catherine the Great, Russia’s German-born empress, with her collections of Western art housed in the Hermitage.

Two final questions: What alternative strategies relating to Web structure and design might be advanced in order to allow the generous gifts of corporations like IBM to move away from the corporate, cybercolonial domination and shaping of cultural institutions like the State Hermitage Museum and toward more equitable, reciprocal relationships? More specifically in the present context, how might these strategies facilitate the goals - communicative and cultural, national and global, of the Hermitage?
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