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Techno-nationalism in the Age of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
Session Five

Introduction

As technological developments transform our societies and economies, the issue of techno-nationalism is growing
in importance. Technology and its development do not operate within a traditional economic market structure, as
the first-mover advantage is significant. Because of the first-mover advantage, we are seeing competition grow
between big powers to develop and adopt AI, automation, biotechnology, biopharmaceuticals, and other
transformative technologies rapidly. Big power players are also competing to acquire market share within
developing countries. Developing countries must make a choice between allowing one big power to become
dominant within their markets, and playing the big powers off of one another. Owing to the nature of techno-
nationalism and its strong linkage to national security, there are growing concerns surrounding privacy, data use,
and surveillance that must be addressed as well. In this session, panelists offer different perspectives from both
developed and developing countries on the impact that techno-nationalism will have on both the great power

rivalry between the US and China as well as how to mitigate or use this competition to their own advantage.

Opening Comments:

Techno-nationalism is shaping economics and geopolitics. I'd like to propose a framework for this session with
several questions. Let’s forget about nation states and major power rivalries. The basic problem is we have a host of
new technologies hitting US and it will continue over the next few decades. We need to think about the impact of
new technology on our societies. We have some fundamental challenges coming up. There is the obvious automa-
tion and AL, which brings up the problem of jobs, the role of humans, the dignity of working, privacy, and surveil-
lance. We will have to deal with biotech and synthetic biology as we figure out gradually how to have longer lives,
better lives, and enhanced lives. We need to decide how to deal with the distribution of that technology because it
will be the ultimate inequality. We have blockchain coming up. The core function of administrative state is trust,
and it is possible that we will simply delegate that trust function to the blockchain. These are all issues about the
impact of technology on societies that we will need to deal with.

Now on top of that, we bring in international politics. We can assume this will just be purely an economic
competition, that there is value to be created, that it will be open and nation states will try to get their piece. Alter-

natively, we can think of it as not really an open simple competition, but a competition where the first mover ad-
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vantage is hugely important. If you get into AI first, you will control and reap the benefits of that whole industry
globally. Normally, under pure competition and decreasing returns models, we don't have that problem. But if the
first mover has an advantage, which in technology it does, techno-nationalism comes to the fore.

Then you go one step further. The fact that you can control or be a leader in a technical area starts giving you a
major security advantage. In terms of military and security, it gives you an edge. The stakes are even higher now for
getting that technology and being a leader in that technology, which feeds a further urge for techno-nationalism.

So the problem when we look at this new technology is, how do we perceive it? Do we perceive it as the old
technology where you can compete, where systems like the WTO and trade agreements work, or is there some-
thing structural happening and we all want to make sure when a new structure emerges we want to be leading it in
some way, particularly China and the US in this case? That seems to be the key problem. There are pure technology
impact issues, and that interacts with global politics.

If this is indeed the case, the final issue is given the kind of nation you are and the role you have in the world,
how will you deal with it? If you are the US, the leading player, you would like to maintain your lead. If you are a
nation or a group of nations that benefit from the open system but are not really the leader, you would prefer the
open system to continue, but with multilateralism so that you have a say. But if push comes to shove and you have
to choose between the open system and multilateralism, then one might go for the open system over multilateral-
ism. If youre a developing nation you might say there’s competition, there’s techno-nationalism, and probably the
big players will compete for your agenda and your interests, so you may play the different sides, or you might grad-
ually become a client state.

That is broadly how I put these three pieces together. The three papers we have today address different aspects
of this broad agenda. The first paper says we need to maximize benefits and minimize harms of new technologies.
The author recognizes that the benefits of these technologies will probably accrue to developed countries more
than developing countries, that there are problems there, and has faith in global cooperation and international in-
stitutions in making sure that developing nations get equal access to technology.

The question and the problem I have is that it seems the export-based growth model is disappearing, and so a
problem is emerging for developing economies. There is the possibility of what is called “trickle-down technology;’
which is possible, but realistically going forward in the context of all these technologies do you see developing na-
tions to benefit sufficiently from these developments and do you think international governance institutions can
deliver the gap? Or if this big power rivalry is the new reality, do you think the best bet for these countries is to
compete for the interest and funding from the big players? Is that a better strategy, or should we trust international

institutions to make sure that everyone benefits equally?

Presentations

1) Presentation 1

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is already reshaping people’s lives and will continue to do so dramatically in the near
future. These changes affect not only national economies worldwide—by redefining the way people produce, consume,

and trade—but also human societies. These changes have profound implications for human lives and interactions across

countries and within national borders, and for relations between individuals and between citizens and states.
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One of the most salient characteristics of this revolution is the speed and scope of its propagation, which is
unlike that of anything previous. In the past, the success of a particular product and its propagation depended on
its production function, advertising, transport, and proximity to large markets. Nowadays, the interface between
the physical and the digital is making traditional models obsolete. Connectivity, speed, artificial intelligence (AI),
three-dimensional (3-D) printing, and the Internet of Things are only a few aspects that define people’s lives now. It
took industries such as airlines and automobiles more than sixty years to reach fifty million users; it took
computers and mobile phones less than fifteen years. It took the internet, Facebook, and WeChat only seven, four,
and one respectively. Some online games take only several weeks to reach this benchmark.! This speed will keep
increasing and will have serious repercussions on global economic growth.

Without a doubt, the Fourth Industrial Revolution has the potential to simplify lives. The decrease in
production, transaction, and transport costs will result in significant productivity and efficiency gains. In addition,
enhanced access to products and services will improve and facilitate the quality of life for consumers.

Several risks are associated with this process, however. One of the most salient is the disruption to labor
markets and resulting increase in inequalities across and within countries, which leads to several governance
challenges. The effects on labor markets will be twofold. On the one hand, the replacement of low-skilled labor by
AT will be significant, and the resulting increase in domestic social tensions will be an important issue. On the
other hand, because remote work covers a much broader range of industries and because skilled workers can be
located anywhere, labor opportunities will converge where skills and talent are present. These, in turn, will be
centered where education is. Education, innovation, and research and development will therefore become the
drivers of growth and prosperity. The consequences of an unequal distribution of skills, both within countries and
across borders, and the resulting social tensions will be a huge challenge for decades to come. Moreover, unequal
distribution of technology and technological literacy and skills will reshape global trade as well, yielding clear
winners and losers and determining access to markets and international insertion.

Analyzing the global workforce trends is therefore critical. But just as important—if not more so—is
anticipating these changes and creating jobs for the future that will minimize the harmful consequences on

employment and ameliorate social tensions.

Techno-nationalism on the Rise

Over the last decade, nationalism across the world has been on the rise, increasingly affecting trade and politics,
particularly in the developed world. The continuous and rapid expansion of AI and new technologies will continue
to accentuate this trend and reshape citizen-government and government-government relationships. On the one
hand, enhanced public information and monitoring will force governments to become more accountable for their
actions, which could lead to an increase in government competitiveness, transparency, and efficiency. On the other,
governments will have more information about their people not only through surveillance but also through digital
infrastructure and technological power.

Today, huge databases of valuable information are used globally. Aadhaar in India, for example, has been the
world’s largest personal database since it was created a decade ago, storing the biometric data of more than one

billion people. The global spread of closed-circuit television surveillance and data collection is another example.

1 Jeff Desjardins, “How Long Does It Take to Hit 50 Million Users,” Visual Capitalist, June 18, 2018,
http://visualcapitalist.com/how-long-does-it-take-to-hit-50-million-users.
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The United Kingdom alone reportedly has one camera per fourteen people, the highest rate in the world. As
recently as September 13, 2018, the European Court of Human Rights ruled that the UK surveillance system was
unlawful. In China, the combination of big data collection and facial recognition will result in a fully operational
social credit system by 2020.

These systems are intended to make people safer, combat terrorism, deliver transparency, and help people
access social and economic benefits. Concerns are growing, however, about the appropriateness and potential
misuse—by either domestic or foreign actorsR of the detailed information they include. The recent Facebook and
Cambridge Analytica scandals and even more recent alleged hacking in early September 2018 into the Aadhaar
database are cases in point. These issues have profound implications for both national and international security.
Redefining and regulating data collection, privacy, and use of personal information is therefore paramount.

The increase in concerns related to new technologies gives rise to techno-nationalism, which, as more
advanced technology proliferates, could become more acute. China currently has the most numerous internet
users—more than eight hundred million—and is a world leader in AI, mobile payments, and e-commerce. Since its
2015 launch, the Made in China 2025 campaign has focused on the development of several strategic industries to
bring its high-tech sector into line with those of countries such as South Korea, Japan, and the United States to end
its reliance on foreign technology. This program has not been well received by other countries. The United States
and the European Union in particular have increasing geopolitical and economics concerns. The ensuing trade war
between China and the United States is an example, being not merely about tariffs and trade but primarily about

the ownership of future technologies.
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