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Abstract 

Global Internet governance is unique in that it officially adopted a multi-stakeholder decision 

making procedure instead of a state-driven international cooperation modality. We focus on 

the role of the Internet epistemic community in Asia, which can explain the emergence of the 

current norms of Internet coordination and the Internet governance structure. By sharing the 

most advanced knowledge from global discussions and by organizing regional cooperation 

platforms starting from the early 1980s, Asian Internet technical professionals created Internet 

coordination norms based on open contribution and led the stewardship from the early stage of 

Internet development in the region. Based on a review of historical documents on the early 

development of the Internet in Asia, we show that the Internet epistemic community in Asia 

has played a critical role in designing and managing the current formation of regional Internet 

governance regimes, as well as their working norms starting from the early stage of Internet 

development in the region.  
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Global Internet governance has developed rapidly and vastly in recent decades; Asian Internet 

governance, in particular, has shown remarkable development especially after the 1990s. Since 

the establishment of AsiaNet, a regional network of Asian Internet technical experts, in 1984 

and the Internet Academic NetWorkshop of the Asia-Pacific in 1986, networks have 

substantially grown in terms of function, number, and membership. This growth raised an 

important question: how can we explain the development and expansion of such coordinated 

regimes on Internet-related issues? 

We live in a world where the Internet has become so indispensable that it is now the substrate 

of almost every technology. As the potential of the Internet is realized and materialized by 

many actors, the interest in increasing one’s influence over how the Internet should be governed 

and who should govern it has also greatly increased. Actors from various fields as well as at 

levels have joined the discussion of global and regional Internet governance, rendering the 

discussion much more complex. Correspondingly, greater challenges in coordinating and 

cooperating among the stakeholders naturally have emerged and worsened (Bradshaw et al. 

2015; Ebert and Maurer 2013; Nye 2010). 

In the same vein, Internet governance has rapidly shifted from a non-political issue-area to 

one that is the focus of contention in high politics. This shift is unprecedented among the large 

number of technocratic regimes for global governance (Bradshaw et al. 2015). Because of the 

high stakes involved owing to the lucrativeness of the Internet (Evans and Annunziata 2012) 

and its implications on national security (Nye 2010), contention in Internet governance may 

naturally be unavoidable. A notable example is the contention at the World Conference on 

International Telecommunications in 2012 that divided member states into two groups 

according to their preferences regarding how the Internet should be governed (Maurer and 

Morgus 2014). The core issue of the contention in Internet governance is who will be at the 

helm of Internet-related public policies.  

Scholars, drawing on the international relations theories, point to several reasons for this 

emerging contention: extrinsic uncertainty, changing market conditions, declining US 

dominance, and regime complex formation (Bradshaw et al. 2015). This article, however, adds 

to the picture one more essential piece, global regimes embraced by domain-specific 

professionals. We argue that an epistemic community of technical experts has played a critical 

role in shaping and even guiding the current modality of Internet governance in Asia by 

supplying necessary domain-specific norms that support the idea of multistakeholderism 

(Raymond and DeNardis 2015). 
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Experts in the Internet epistemic community in Asia were interested in technological 

standards and protocols for scientific purposes rather than economic benefits, political clout, 

and security implications. Their service to the public through providing such standards and 

protocols was often driven by ideology rather than material compensation or reward (Mueller 

2010). Rather than being forced by states (Drezner 2004), these experts aimed to pursue 

technological efficiency and public convenience. Communities of Internet experts tended to 

voluntarily participate and implement Internet governance based on certain norms. Their 

tendency to welcome any type of entity who is interested in participating and who come from 

other fields, and to welcome state-led tradition of international coordination has ultimately 

created the current regime complex for managing global cyber activities (Nye 2014). 

However, in this study, we do not intend to side with a naïve technological determinism or a 

sort of technologist supremacy. Rather, we attempt to add a piece to the still incomplete picture 

that depicts Internet governance only with sovereign states (Drezner 2004), businesses (Franda 

2001), civil societies (MacKinnon 2013), and intergovernmental organizations (Maurer 2011). 

This missing piece is the domain-specific network of experts, or the Internet epistemic 

community (Adler and Haas 1992). The perspective of such experts is necessary to understand 

who makes the rules on Internet governance or where the rule-making power comes from, 

accordingly. In order to unveil such complications, we conduct case studies of the historical 

development of the Internet in Asia.  

We ask why and how Internet regimes were formed and diffused in Asia, as they are seen 

today, and to answer these questions, we focus on the role of a specific Internet epistemic 

community. In doing so, we expect to contribute to the field in the following ways. First, 

theoretically, we identify attributes shared by members of the specific community, which are 

regarded as the key source of the influence of the epistemic community but are seldom analyzed 

(Cross 2013; Haas 1992). Particularly, we identify the attributes of the Internet epistemic 

community. Second, we clarify why and how such diffusion occurs, an issue that remains 

unclear in the literature (Gilardi 2012). This article is among the first to investigate how Internet 

regimes in Asia have diffused. Lastly, we also empirically examine Asia’s Internet history and 

the Internet epistemic community in Asia, both of which have been largely ignored by 

academia despite the region’s importance as one of the fastest growing Internet-related 

economies and despite the geopolitical dynamics of Internet-related public policies in the 

region. 
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The rest of this article proceeds in the following manner. The next section reviews the extant 

literature explaining the emergence of Internet governance emerged as a matter of high politics 

and frames the shortfalls in the literature. Next, by adding a new factor to the literature, the 

section that follows points out the importance of an epistemic community of Internet technical 

experts in order to explain the process toward the current status of Internet governance. The 

next section discusses the case study and unpacks how the Internet has developed in Asia from 

the perspective of the Internet epistemic community. The final section concludes the article by 

summarizing the findings, broader implications, and agendas for future research. 

 

 

A C T O R S  I N  I N T E R N E T  G O V E R N A N C E   

 

The flourishing of the Internet, especially with its global commercialization since the 1990s, 

has brought us to a new era. Along with the technological development, Internet governance 

regimes have rapidly evolved to address the complexity of policy issues and to coordinate the 

interests of diverse actors. Contention in global Internet governance systems has intensified not 

only among state actors but also among diverse non-state actors (Bradshaw et al. 2015). 

Consequently, who has influence on how regimes should be established, shaped and operated 

has become a critical question for managing the regime complex (Nye 2014). 

Internet governance is defined as governance with regard to regulation over Internet 

infrastructure, its operation, and the standards of necessary technologies like Transmission 

Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP), the Domain Name System, and IP numbers 

(Bygrave and Bing 2009). These systems are fundamental not only because they determine the 

technical capacities of the Internet, but also because they are related to policy issues. 

Furthermore, many more actors have shown a growing interest in the Internet and its 

applications, and accordingly, in how the Internet is governed and how they participate in the 

process of Internet regimes.  

Internet governance regimes now involve actors from different fields and levels. Each actor 

(or set of actors) strives both to maintain his or her own influence in regimes and to ensure the 

processes include their own interests, therefore creating a political struggle for the Internet. 

This section describes four groups of actors generally recognized in the field—the state, 
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business, civil society, and epistemic community—before advancing two points as gaps in the 

extant literature. 

Regarding who governs Internet regimes, some scholars have argued that the political aspect 

of Internet governance has left the hands of technicians, who have held the responsibility since 

the early history of Internet development, and is now largely controlled by the state. The key 

premise of this argument is that governments prefer regimes that mirror their own national 

standards. States with power are the primary actors in Internet governance regimes and 

significantly affect regulatory coordination in the regimes because such coordination leads both 

to welfare gains for governments and to control of sovereignty (Cowhey and Mueller 2009; 

Drezner 2004; Goldsmith and Wu 2006).  

According to this state-centric perspective, negotiations among states determine whether and 

how regimes are established and operated. In the same vein, the distribution of power is the 

crucial structural context under which bargains take place. As such, the currently rising 

contention in Internet governance can be attributed to the declining relative power of the United 

States (Bradshaw et al. 2015). 

Some scholars pay attention to the increasing importance of private actors, particularly, 

business sectors. As the flow of digital goods and services reshape society and generate wealth 

on an unprecedented scale, businesses are willing to lobby governments and participating 

transnational organizations, or to act on their own even when they find themselves in contention 

with other actors, in order to be a part of the vast wealth that the Internet creates (Fältström 

2016). Scholars emphasizing the role of private authorities in international regimes, which are 

comprised of the principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures in a given issue-

area, also find that major private Internet companies are increasingly making their voices heard 

in Internet governance regimes (Franda 2001; Mueller 2002).  

Civil society activists are another group of actors who has puissantly surfaced in recent 

Internet governance regimes. As shown in the second phase of the World Summit on the 

Information Society and Internet Governance Forum, transnational advocacy groups are now 

passionate participants who want to steer global conferences toward their policy preferences 

and goals. These groups generally prefer bottom-up decision making in regimes and tend to 

adopt consensus in their own decision making (Hine 2012).  

While their policy preferences are diverse, transnational advocacy groups commonly invoke 

the problem of democratizing international institutions, in which state actors are traditionally 
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dominant stakeholders, while wanting to bear more roles and responsibilities for policy 

development, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation (Mueller 2010, chap. 5). Similar to 

the rise of transnational advocacy groups as rising non-state actors, Internet users are 

collectively becoming substantial agents of change in norms of Internet regimes (Hine 2012; 

MacKinnon 2013; Rosenau and Townes 2012). 

Lastly, epistemic communities are often considered significant transnational actors in 

Internet governance as discovered in other issue-areas (Risse 2002). Although Internet 

epistemic communities are somewhat similar to transnational advocacy groups or technically 

advanced user collectives, they are distinguishable because of their unique characteristics, such 

as shared sets of normative and principled beliefs and causal beliefs among the members (Haas 

1992). Such epistemic communities can also be important actors by supplying and enhancing 

certain norms as key components of international regimes. Only very few scholars, however, 

have focused their attention on the role of Internet epistemic communities (e.g., Cogburn 2004).  

We advance three points in the extant literature that lay the foundation for our argument and 

analysis in this article. First, although scholars mentioned so far in this section have addressed 

what has changed in Internet governance, along with the technological development and the 

ensuing increase in actors in terms of scale and variety, they have not properly addressed the 

constant features in Internet governance, such as certain norms that are sustained as key 

components of Internet regimes. As we argue specifically in the next section, certain values 

and norms have remained in and diffused through Internet regimes despite the relevant policy 

spectrum of diverse actors. We shed light on this puzzle by examining the crucial role of the 

Internet epistemic community in the development of Asian Internet regimes. 

Second, despite the existence of seminal works on epistemic communities in other issue-

areas, such as the environment, trade, development, and telecommunication (Cowhey 1990; 

Haas 1992; Ikenberry 1992; Sikkink 1991), the role of epistemic communities in Internet 

governance has largely been ignored in the field. This study specifies the attributes of an 

Internet epistemic community and argues the importance of the role of such a community in 

the formation and diffusion of Asian Internet regimes.  

Lastly, it is worth noting the novelty of the Asian case study discussed in this article. It is 

somewhat striking that, given the regional importance of Asia, where about half of the world’s 

Internet users live,1 there are only scattered records and scanty academic articles that analyze 

the development of regional regimes on Internet issues.2 Internet regimes in Asia warrant more 

attention from academics not only because of the sheer size of Internet users in the region but 
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also because the region can serve as a board on which to test, review, and elaborate on the 

existing theories on epistemic communities. To address the above three points, we provide an 

explanation of the Internet epistemic community as an important actor in establishing and 

spreading its norms throughout the networks in Asian Internet regimes.  

 

 

I N T E R N E T  E P I S T E M I C  C O M M U N I T I E S  

 

We argue that certain norms, principles, and decision-making processes upheld by an Internet 

epistemic community composed of technical experts have been the backbone of the Internet 

ecosystem. Although the ecosystem has been often imbued with national interests (Drezner 

2004), economic interests of business sectors (Meltzer 2015), and the diverse voices of civil 

society groups (Mueller 2010, chaps. 5–6), the governing structure of the Internet has revolved 

around the norms, principles, and decision-making procedures that are supported by the 

technical community. In this study, we posit that the regimes of the Internet issue-areas 

emerged from the Internet epistemic community. Furthermore, we present that such regimes 

have been diffused throughout that network of technical experts, affecting the Internet policy-

making structure in the region.  

An Internet epistemic community is mainly comprised of Internet technical experts, whose 

chief interest is technical development related to the Internet space. This spirit is well 

represented in the norms and values of the community. Such norms and values can be 

encapsulated in a single term, openness, which includes certain principles such as open 

standards, interoperability, and the ability to innovate freely and provide services without 

permission (Bygrave and Bing 2009, chap. 3; Fältström 2016; Russell 2006). 

These experts pursue an open Internet because they believe it to be the foundation for the 

invention and development of new capabilities, companies, and modes of human interaction. 

They are relatively indifferent to economic incentives3 and they tend to be autonomous from 

the control of governments.4 They, however, acknowledge technical rationality above all 

criteria for consensus. If two technical standards are contended, technical experts support the 

one with technical superiority over the other, and the contention is settled. This way of settling 

contention is a widely accepted decision-making process in the community. In short, they share 

the belief in the wisdom of the policy guidance of the Internet technical community.  
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Previous studies have focused on the power of knowledge. The expertise of bureaucracies 

(Barnett and Finnemore 2004), environmental scientists (Haas 1992), and other professional 

knowledge (Stone 2013) is pointed out as an important source of power. The authority of these 

knowledge agents results from their specialized knowledge, which is not easily obtained by 

political elites and business sectors. Due to such nature of their expertise, knowledge agents 

are often entrusted with the management and operation of certain issue-areas. Their authority 

tends to increase especially when their knowledge is possessed by only a few and not easily 

acquired and/or when the concerned issue-area is a newly emerged one that only a few people 

understand. The concept of epistemic communities embodies the essence of the power of 

knowledge. 

In an epistemic community, individuals with professional knowledge do not automatically 

become influential, however. For professionals to be influential, they need to be recognized as 

a coherent whole. An epistemic community is thus often equivalent to a coherent network of 

professionals who share normative and principled beliefs and causal beliefs among others 

(Haas 1992). In addition, this epistemic community becomes influential especially when the 

members of the community adopt a highly coherent policy position while having overarching 

agreements over certain beliefs, norms, and principles (Cross 2013). As a corollary, an 

epistemic community with divided voices, or the existence of competing epistemic 

communities, would naturally weaken such community’s position in the decision-making 

process. Therefore, along with epistemic community’s control over knowledge, information, 

and advice to decision makers, their internal coherence is crucial for them to become and 

remain influential. Such community coherence can be enhanced and reinforced with certain 

attributes, which can be specified as the following.  

First, the community member’s expertise and sense of sharing and understanding esoteric 

knowledge helps the community be coherent. This feature is also a reason an epistemic 

community may become influential when uncertainty soars especially in a new and unknown 

issue-area (Cross 2013). Because policy-makers typically know little about subjects of a newly 

emerging issue-area, they need personnel informed of the new issue-area. Due to lack of such 

internal personnel, however, they rely on epistemic communities, whose information and 

advice become key sources for policy formulation. In addition, in times of uncertainty, policy-

makers tend to be busy with the domestic impacts and do not have much time to consider the 

international ramifications of the new issue-area, so that epistemic communities are often 

influential in forming international regimes (Franda 2001). 
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Second, the coherence among epistemic community members can be enhanced by the 

frequency of their meetings. As we have argued above, the consensual aspect of knowledge is 

important for the existence and influence of epistemic communities. A consensus, which 

correlates with coherence, within an epistemic community is essential for knowledge to be 

influential in international policy processes (Krasner 1983). Global conferences play an 

important role in integrating disparate knowledge and forging a consensus among relevant 

actors (Cogburn 2004). 

In short, similar to an epistemic community in environmental politics, an Internet epistemic 

community is a knowledge-based network of specialists who share certain beliefs. Coherence 

based on expertise and frequency of meeting forms the basis of the epistemic-community’s 

influence. However, unlike an epistemic community in environmental politics that shares 

beliefs in cause-and-effect relations as a way of defining problems (Haas 1992), an Internet 

epistemic community shares the belief in the capacity of members to think with technical 

rationality as a way of further development or innovation. For example, the technical 

community draws much on its technical knowledge on shared principles such as open standards 

and interoperability rather than on beliefs in cause-and-effect. The Internet epistemic 

community is also often short of direct political linkages, a crucial condition for scientists in 

various fields to successfully promote policy change (Adler and Haas 1992; Finnemore 1993). 

 

 

A S I A N  I N T E R N E T  R E G I M E  F O R M A T I O N  A N D  D I F F U S I O N   

 

Some constructivists focus on the role of epistemic communities in the formation and diffusion 

of regimes (Adler and Haas 1992), and this emphasis on the role of experts and their knowledge 

is quite distinguishable from other sets of theoretical arguments (Young 1982). Regimes result 

neither from power distribution between states as realism purports (Mearsheimer 1994) nor 

from functional needs for institutionalized patterns of cooperation as neoliberalism posits 

(Keohane 1982). Rather, according to those who argue the importance of focusing on the 

influence of epistemic communities, international regimes are often the outcome of networks 

of community members, who share norms and principles to govern the Internet and decision-

making procedures to resolve contending issues on standards. Regimes can thus be viewed as 

social outcomes within epistemic communities. 



10 

 

Compared to regime formation, regime diffusion has been insufficiently studied. We thus 

borrow logic from the policy diffusion literature and argue that Internet regimes in Asia have 

diffused based on norms, which have been learned and transmitted through the Internet 

technical epistemic community. There can be many paths on which norm learning and 

transmission occur. Our case study will show how individual members of epistemic 

communities learn from their transnational colleagues and pass their lessons and advice onto 

organizations over which they have influence. 

Diffusion in this article means the transnational spread of norms, which later affect and shape 

relevant domestic and international polies. Diffusion refers to the spread of certain norms and 

principles as the backbone of operating Internet issues. As in other diffusion studies (e.g., 

Elkins and Simmons 2005; Gilardi 2012), we emphasize the transnational process rather than 

the outcome, and we do not attempt to explain the convergence of policies across countries. 

Thus, in this study, we do not look specifically at the domestic adaptation of Internet policies 

as the outcome, but rather suggest the process of regime diffusion based on the norms of 

Internet experts. 

This study, however, is different from most other diffusion studies in international relations, 

in that they tend to adopt a state-centric definition of diffusion. In that case, a cause is a state 

making a decision, and a result is a behavior or policy of another state that is being affected by 

the state’s decision in an interdependent world (Finnemore 1993; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; 

Gilardi 2012). In contrast, our focus is on transnational non-state actors and their contribution 

to international regime formation and diffusion. 

As for the outcome of diffusion, the literature has identified three ways in which transnational 

diffusion of policy occurs: competition, learning, and emulation (Gilardi 2012; Simmons and 

Elkins 2004). We, however, argue that learning is a dominant mode of regime diffusion in Asia. 

Given the attributes of Internet epistemic communities we have specified above, it is difficult 

to imagine that actors in those communities were competitively pursuing economic interests 

when acquiring Internet-related norms and technical knowledge. It is also unlikely to assume 

that there was an international society that pressures Internet technical experts to emulate 

certain norms especially in the early years of the Internet’s history. 

In short, we argue that regimes on Internet issues have emerged and were diffused by the 

Internet epistemic community. Internet regimes diffuse toward other parts of the world and 

related issue-areas. When Internet experts convene to learn new and more advanced 

technological knowledge, they are also exposed to the social environment of the community. 
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In other words, through the networks of experts, they not only learn technology per se but also 

internalize the norms, values, and decision-making processes of the community in order to be 

a part of the community.  

Global Internet regimes are social institutions (Young 1982) and environments (Johnston 

2001) through which new members of the community are familiarized with the core norms and, 

which they promulgate when they return to where they come from. Experts equipped with new 

technological knowledge and the norms of the field retreat to smaller groups of more affiliated 

members in their own regions, with whom they share what they learned from other advanced 

venues. The nature of such advance venues lets those affiliated members to be open to new 

information and willing to accept it as their own. In this way, not only technology, but also key 

components of regimes such as norms, principles, rules, and decision-making procedures 

diffuse through networks of Internet epistemic communities. As such, another local regime for 

an institutionalized pattern of cooperation among local experts is created. In this way, regimes 

diffuse.  

 

 

T R A N S N A T I O N A L  I N T E R N E T  G O V E R N A N C E  R E G I M E S  I N  A S I A  

 

In the nascent stage of Internet development in the region, Asian Internet professionals have 

created their own community, and it has grown in terms of size and function. By participating 

in leading global discussions since the 1980s, they were able to build a transnational 

professional community and adopt advanced knowledge, while learning norms to develop their 

own regional regimes in the next three decades. As we show below, their Internet expertise 

underpins the existence and expansion of Internet governance regimes in Asia.  

 

 

P A R T I C I P A T I O N ,  L E A R N I N G ,  A N D  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R M A T I O N  

 

The principle of openness is embedded in the development of the Internet in Asia from the 

beginning. Internet pioneers in Asia focused on pursuing the development of technology 

through cooperation rather than by competing with existing technologies or by creating their 

original standards. It was logical for technicians from different research bases to collaborate 
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especially during the nascent stage owing to lack of financial and personnel resources and to 

adopt advanced technologies. 

Efforts to connect Asia with other parts of the world started in the early 1980s. In the early 

period of Internet development in Asia, Internet pioneers played a crucial role, such as Kilnam 

Chon, a South Korea-based computer scientist who studied at the University of California, Los 

Angeles, where his peers had worked for the development of ARPANET, the predecessor of 

the Internet. Right after constructing a computer network using the Internet protocol (TCP/IP) 

in South Korea, the first such network in Asia in 1982, Chon started to connect the network 

with the existing computer networks in the United States and Europe, where researchers and 

developers can communicate and develop technologies in a collaborative way (Chon 1985; 

Chon et al. 2013; Chon 2013). 

Another noteworthy feature of Internet development in Asia was based on the applicability 

of open source-based technologies (Chon 1981). Open-source based development was nearly 

the only option for Asian countries at that time, owing to the socio-economic situation of Asia 

in the late 1970s and the early 1980s; besides open-source technologies were free of license 

charges or any permission from a centralized authority (Weber 2004).5 Thanks to the open- 

source technologies, Asian Internet pioneers enjoyed opportunities to provide services freely 

for their network development. It was logical for them to adopt and diffuse more open-source 

technologies that were based on the norms shared by the core community of Internet developers 

(Russell 2006). 

Among the norms, values and decision-making processes that the Internet developers share 

are openness and interoperability, rather than a central control system. Unlike their competitors, 

who sought technological comprehensiveness, Internet developers focused a lot more on the 

pragmatic solutions for efficient connectivity—interoperability—among the existing 

computers during the early 1980s. To that end, rather than the strict process of standardization, 

they preferred open-end development, which is often called a “rough consensus” based on the 

non-exclusive participation of developers and users (Russell 2006; 2013). 

While developing domestic and regional computer networks, some Asian Internet experts 

became early participants in leading global discussions on computer network development in 

the early 1980s. Through his personal contacts, Chon became the first in the region to 

participate in the Internet Academic NetWorkshop, the world’s leading conference at that time, 

led by experts on computer networks (Asia Internet History Projects 2017b). As the only 
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participant in the 1985 meeting from outside the United States and Europe, except Israel, which 

had sent a participant before, Chon was able to gain knowledge and professional contacts from 

leading global discussions and to share the knowledge with his colleagues in Asia. Through 

this diffusion, a few more participants from the region, namely Indonesia, China, India, Hong 

Kong, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand and Singapore, attended the subsequent meetings to start 

building global professional networks (Chon 2013).6 

While participating in the meetings to share their knowledge of core Internet technologies, 

Asian technical experts were invited to join coordination committees of global networks7; the 

region’s representatives started to participate in the global coordination of computer networks 

with different organizations, including governmental bodies and research organizations in the 

United States and Europe.8 From the mid-1990s, the locations of the coordination meetings 

were rotated among the three continents of Asia, Europe, and North America (Chon 2013). 

Along with Internet technologies and transnational conferences to discuss the technologies, the 

norms and values of Internet experts were diffused and shared, and those norms and values 

have since comprised the basic principles for Internet public policy. 

 

 

D I F F U S I O N  O F  N O R M S  T H R O U G H  T H E  R E G I O N A L  I N T E R N E T  

E P I S T E M I C  C O M M U N I T Y  

 

During the 1980s, Asian Internet experts continued organizing their own community of 

professionals to facilitate regional cooperation. Organizational homophily is easily found in 

this process. For example, while Asian Internet experts participated in the International 

Academic NetWorkshop meeting in 1986, the Asian representatives decided to organize their 

own version of the meeting, called the International Academic NetWorkshop (IANW-AP), to 

share technology development with Asian countries and discuss the coordination of the 

regional computer networks more regularly. In addition, they started to hold Asia Pacific 

network coordination meetings to facilitate intercontinental coordination (Chon 2013). 

Simultaneously, Asian Internet pioneers sought a regional computer network based on a 

collaboration of professionals in the region. Asianet was initially proposed in 1984 to facilitate 

interconnection both among human networks and among computer networks across five Asian 

countries, namely Australia, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea and Singapore as well as countries 

from other parts of the world. In addition, in the following year, they organized the Pacific 
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Computer Communications Symposium, one of the first global Internet conferences with 

nearly 300 participants from around the world. Motivated by the success of this first global 

conference, they organized various other local and regional conferences on computer networks 

(Kilnam Chon and Kwang Hae Kim 1985). Based on these activities, professionals in the 

region were able to build a close community for Internet technology coordination and 

development. 

By successfully adopting the method of managing global conferences while constructing the 

regional version of conference management, those professionals seeded advanced Internet 

technology across Asia followed by other instances of regional cooperation related to Internet 

public policies. Internet technical experts were asked for help especially with the development 

of advanced communication infrastructure, which was the main interest of countries in the early 

1990s. For instance, regional development forums, such as the Asia Pacific Economic 

Cooperation, invited leading members of Asian Internet organizations in order to develop Asia 

Pacific Information Infrastructure in the mid-1990s and Trans-Eurasian Information Network 

in the 2000s (APEC 1995; European Commission 2006).  

The community of transnational Internet technical experts contributed to the coherence in 

development policy implementation in the region. The communities of technical experts were 

far ahead of the public sector and other stakeholders in terms of knowledge in Internet 

technology, and this advanced knowledge enabled them to play an important role in agenda 

setting and policy implementation. Due to the close relationships already formed among 

technology experts in each country of the region, Internet public policies were successfully 

implemented with compatibility among regional countries, such as the Internet protocol (Chon 

2015). As the selection of technology means the selection of the mode it is based on, those 

experts played the role of norm diffusers. 

In addition to serving as governmental advisors, the Asian Internet technical community 

established various organizations to deal with the increasing need for regional cooperation in 

terms of technology coordination, critical resource distribution and technology operation 

among others. Based on the Asia Pacific Coordination Committee for Intercontinental 

Research Networking (APCCIRN) and its successor, the Asia Pacific Networking Group 

(APNG), and its various offshoots have been operating since the early 1990s (Asia Internet 

History Projects 2017a), such as the Asia Pacific Regional Internet Conference on Operational 

Technologies (APRICOT) mainly for technical coordination among network operators, Asia 

Pacific Network Information Centre (APNIC) for IP address distribution in the region, Asia 
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Pacific Top Level Domain Association (APTLD) for cooperation among country code Top 

Level Domain operators, and many others that operated based on the functions as shown in the 

FIGURE 1.12 

 

FIGURE 1. Asian Internet organizations (selected) 

 

 

PCCS: Pacific Computer Communications Symposium 

IANW-AP: International Academic NetWorkshop – Asia Pacific 

APNG: Asia Pacific Networking Group 

APCCIRN: Asia Pacific Coordinating Committee for Intercontinental Research Networking 

APNIC: Asia Pacific Network Information Centre  

APRICOT: Asia Pacific Regional Internet Conference on Operational Technologies 

APTLD: Asia Pacific Top Level Domain Association 

APrIGF: Asia Pacific regional Internet Governance Forum  

 

 

All these organizations are based on regular meetings that facilitate open discussion without 

excluding certain participants to maintain the norms established in the earlier days of Internet 

development in the region. In addition, these organizations have served as a close network in 
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which members provide mutual support, including through sponsoring and co-hosting events. 

They have also held their own coordination meetings called the Asia Pacific Star Retreat, since 

2000 to coordinate inter-organizational cooperation and to share the current status of member 

organizations (AP Star Retreat 2017).  

The same organizational root among the above-mentioned offshoot organizations has helped 

to diffuse the shared norms with the increasing size of the network (see TABLE 1).9 After the 

establishment of other organizations based on the APNG, the network size increased 

dramatically in the 1990s. For example, the APRICOT, which accommodated 280 participants 

from 18 countries in its first year in 1996, it has accommodated 500~1000 network operators 

and other participants from the Asia Pacific region and other parts of the world in the 2000s 

(APRICOT 2011). The APTLD has also been expanding, now with 42 active member countries 

that provide Top Level Domain names such as .kr, .jp, and .mn (APTLD 2015). The APNIC, 

the official distributor of core Internet resources regionally (IP Address blocks) since 1996, has 

also seen an increasing number of members from 108 members in its first year of 1996 to over 

5000 members today (APNIC 1999, 2016).  

 

TABLE 1. Core organizations of regional Internet coordination in Asia 

Period Function Core Organization(s) Group Size 

Early 1990s Overall Coordination APNG (APCCIRN) 10~100 

From Mid 

1990s until 

now 

Interoperability APRICOT 200~1000 

Distribution of 

Resources 
APNIC & APTLD 100~5000 

 

 

The stewardship of these organizations established by Asian Internet epistemic community 

remains today, maintaining the norms and principles they embedded in the field. Since the 

World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) was held by the United Nations in 2005, the 

global society has begun pursuing the multistakeholder participatory principle in Internet 

governance through United Nations coordinated Internet Governance Forum (IGF 2017).10 In 

line with the IGF, Asia also initiated its own version in 2010, the Asia Pacific regional Internet 

Governance Forum and held discussions covering a broad range of issues including cyber 

security and Internet-related economy as well as the traditional issues of Internet-critical 

infrastructure (APrIGF 2017a).  
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Despite transitioning between governance systems, Internet-related discussions in Asia 

continue to be centered on the Internet epistemic community. This role is evident as shown at 

Table 2, which profiles the chairing groups of the APrIGF. As shown in Table 2, after the 

founding of the APrIGF in 2010 and the official establishment of its steering group 

(Multistakeholder Steering Group; MSG) in 2013, the APrIGF has been generally led by 

leaders of core Internet organizations until now. Specifically, following the initial chairing of 

the Internet public policy experts from the academic field, APNIC chairman Paul Wilson has 

been chairing APrIGF MSG since 2013, and the APrIGF Secretariat is being managed by 

DotAsia Organization, a non-profit domain name organization in Asia (APrIGF 2017b).11 

Additionally, various training programs for participants in Internet governance at different 

levels were established and supported by Asian Internet experts and the Internet organizations 

led by them so that they could secure the existing norms and the current structure of regional 

regimes (APSIG 2017). Multi-stakeholder principle that is practiced and sustained by Asian 

Internet experts is now widely supported by different international organizations (ITU 2014; 

OECD 2014; UNESCO 2015).  

 

 

TABLE 2. Asia Pacific regional Internet Governance Forum (APrIGF) Chairing Group 

– Member Affiliation 

Position Name  

(Period) 

Affiliation 

Chair Ang Peng Hwa 

(2010-2012) 

Professor, Nanyang Technological University; 

former UN Working Group on Internet 

Governance member 

 

Paul Wilson 

(2013-present) 

Director General, Asia Pacific Network 

Information Centre (APNIC) 

 

Vice Chair Youn Jung Park 

(2013-2015) 

Professor, SUNY Korea; former Asia Pacific Top 

Level Domain Association (APTLD) secretariat 

 

Shahzad Ahmed 

(2013-2014) 

Bytes for All (Civil Society organization) 

 

 

Chester Soong 

(2014-2018) 

Chairman, Internet Society Hong Kong 

 

 

Arun Sukumar 

(2015-2017) 

Cyber Initiative, Observer Research Foundation 

(Civil Society organization)  
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The current formation of Internet organizations handling critical Internet functions and its 

development in Asia explains how the unique norms of Internet governance could be 

maintained despite contentions on the Internet governance principles. Amid this successful 

formation of organizations and diffusion of norms, the Internet epistemic community that 

emerged in the 1980s has become prominent. The Internet technical experts’ shared 

understanding of technology to pursue and maintain its development has turned these experts 

into a community that promotes knowledge sharing, problem recognition, and communication 

and interaction. This close relationship-based socialization takes place continuously to sustain 

the Internet epistemic community in Asia. 

Those experts had overwhelming knowledge of computer networks and of cutting-edge 

technologies in the 1980s and knew proper technology options for operating the Internet while 

recognizing how to successfully develop the options to suit the local socio-economic conditions. 

Thus, they were able to successfully develop potential technology in their countries and the 

region in a cooperative manner. In doing so, they were able to serve as coherent policy actors 

in regional cooperation in the following decades, particularly in the technology adoption and 

necessary technical coordination among the countries in the region.  

Another important feature of the Internet epistemic community in Asia is the norms 

embedded in their cooperation. In the critical resources management and necessary technical 

cooperation on the Internet, the Internet epistemic community would rather follow 

technological rationality, in this case, the openness and interoperability that were constructed 

in the early stage of Internet development, than national or commercial interests. The 

organizations they established were optimized to serve critical functions rather than for 

competitive rent-seeking. Thus, the Internet epistemic community could maintain the norms, 

values and decision-making processes that were embedded in the aforementioned Internet 

organizations and Internet technology development, and maintained their community 

characteristics even in Internet organizations that were divided into different functions. 

This coherence toward the norms embedded in Internet technology development was 

entrusted to Internet organizations and their members. As the size of the membership of these 

organizations has increased, the norms were maintained and diffused. FIGURE 1 shows the 

Internet organizations in Asia that work together. From the late 1990s, when the area of global 

Internet governance started to develop earnestly, these organizations and their representatives, 

equipped with shared knowledge on Internet-related issues, have participated in various 

Internet public policy platforms both at the regional and global levels.  
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C O N C L U S I O N  

 

Scholars dealing with international affairs are inclined to focus on the traditional political actors 

such as states, private sector, or civil society when they explain the formation and diffusion of 

transnational regimes. However, the development of regional Internet regime doesn’t well fit 

into these perspectives. In this paper, we question how the development and expansion of the 

coordinated regimes on Internet issues. Based on the abundant historical material available 

recently on the field in Asia, we find another important perspective to explain the creation and 

diffusion of Asian Internet regime: Internet epistemic community. 

By exploring the formulation and expansion of the Internet epistemic community in Asia, we 

shed light on the emergence of a network of professionals with expertise in Internet technology 

in the 1980s. The network’s evolution into an Internet epistemic community in the region 

demonstrated its role of promoting technology coordination and advising on Internet-related 

policy with shared norms. The crucial components of the Internet epistemic community are 

shared knowledge and norms, and autonomy secured mainly by overwhelming knowledge that 

the members and the community itself as a whole possess. 

When we discuss Internet epistemic communities, we should note unique conditions in which 

they work for the construction of specific policy regimes in transnational cooperation. First, 

we found that the overwhelming knowledge of the networking professionals is one of the Asian 

Internet epistemic community’s distinctive features. There were strong efforts to build a 

regional professional community from the beginning as Asian professionals actively 

participated in leading global discussions and adopted most advanced knowledge from the 

early stage of Internet development, while also building global networks. In this process, they 

naturally adopted the norms, values and decision-making processes from the Internet 

technology development, which is based on the continuous contribution and non-hierarchical 

decision-making process that secures open participation.  

Asian Internet pioneers started to participate in the global cooperation for Internet 

development in the early 1980s. From the beginning they worked to build computer networks 

and human networks both at the regional and global levels. The early adoption of Internet 

technology, which was one of the technology options at that time, was based on Asia’s socio-

economic conditions. Seeking interoperability under the given socio-economic conditions, 
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Asian Internet pioneers actively participated in the global discussion of open source-based 

technology development from the early 1980s. Through the combination of the pioneers’ vision 

and the wider compatibility of Internet technology based on openness, Asian technical expert 

successfully developed network technology and implemented it in the region while 

constructing a close community for regional technology coordination. From the early 1990s, 

when the Internet started to spread rapidly, the expert community established various Internet 

organizations to address the need for regional coordination. These organizations have 

formulated the current set of Internet ecosystems and handled most of the related coordination.  

This study’s contribution is to shed light on the missing piece in the picture of who the crucial 

actors are in the growing area of Internet governance. With the increasing issues related to 

Internet technology, proper policy discussion has become more critical. To deal with the 

increasing needs in the growing complexity of Internet-related problems, we should consider 

technology experts not only in their traditional role but also in their evolved role as policy 

actors who possess the accumulated soft power in their tireless stewardship for global 

interoperability and the necessary coherent policy stance. However, there are also fundamental 

challenges in maintaining the Internet epistemic community’s role in the future. As the Internet 

grows, policy issues will become more complex and so will the power dynamics of various 

actors pursuing their own based on the increasing uncertainty (Bradshaw et al. 2015). Although 

we show evidence of the virtues of existing norms in Internet governance regimes especially 

for the innovational aspects, the increasing concerns on national security and digital economy 

would raise the legal legitimacy argument based on the Westphalian sovereignty and the 

controversial contract structure of the ICANN and U.S. government. 

 

 

 

1The statistics is accurate as of 2013 and can be accessed at 

http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users/ (accessed 2017/01/08). 

2An exceptional study as far as we know is that by Tso (2008). 

3Mayo and Newcomb (2008) interviewed prominent figures in the history of Internet development. 

Those Internet authorities were opposed to the idea of proprietary rights for Internet technologies. For 

instance, when the World Wide Web (WWW) was created, the European Organization for Nuclear 

Research (CERN) wanted to patent it, an idea that was welcome by the WWW developers Tim Berners-

Lee and his colleague Robert Cailliau. 
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4For instance, Goldsmith and Wu (2005, chap. 3) capture this tendency by tracing the story of how 

Jon Postel, known as the “god of the Internet,” resisted to transfer the “root authority” to the government 

of the United States. The influence of Postel’s reputation in the Internet community was so significant 

that his personal authority itself was power, and if he asked, engineers followed.  

5Although the research and development of computer networks in Asia has begun in the late 1970s, 

funding was not readily available. Internet technical experts had to persuade funders—mostly, 

government officials—who did not even have an idea of what computer networks are. At that time, 

some Asian countries attempted to develop their own computer systems as an achievement in 

technology development for their growth engines. However, the idea of computer networks, which 

required more sophisticated technology, was shared among only a few professionals who had 

experience with computer networks mostly in the United States or Europe, where the development of 

computer networks had started around a decade earlier.  

6The IANW was discontinued by 1989, and since 1991, the INET, which was organized by the 

Internet Society, the umbrella organization Internet Architecture Board (IAB), and the IETF, have 

served as the core bodies of Internet technology standardization. 

7The full name of the committee was Coordinating Committee for Intercontinental Research 

Networking. 

8Participated organizations include: Defense Advanced Research Agency (DARPA), National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), Department of Health and Human Services, 

Department of Energy, National Science Foundation (NSF) in U.S. and European Academic Research 

Network (EARN), European NETwork (EUNET), HEP-CERN, SPAN-ESA, ICB (Europe). 

9TABLE 1 is constructed by authors based on the official documents available at Library - Asia 

Internet History Projects (https://sites.google.com/site/internethistoryasia/lib). 

10After the debate over the global Internet governance system centered on the US government and 

the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) in the 1990s and the early 2000s, 

the WSIS participants including state actors and non-state actors announced the Tunis Agenda for the 

Information Society that emphasized the multistakeholder participatory principle in Internet 

governance and secures equitable participation of state actors, including governments and 

intergovernmental organizations, civil society, and the academic and technical communities. As a direct 

product of the Tunis Agenda at the WSIS, the United Nations mandated the IGF to be held to promote 

the multistakeholder principle in the global Internet governance discussions. See, for detail, “Tunis 

Agenda for the Information Society” available at http://www.itu.int/net/wsis/docs2/tunis/off/6rev1.html. 

11DotAsia Organization is one of the generic Top Level Domain (.Asia) and its mission is to promote 

Internet development in Asia. DotAsia Organization was established by Asian Internet community to 

serve the collaboration among Asia Internet community and accelerate overall growth of the region. 

See, for detail, http://www.dot.asia/dotasia-organisation/about-dotasia. 

https://sites.google.com/site/internethistoryasia/lib
http://www.itu.int/net/wsis/docs2/tunis/off/6rev1.html
http://www.dot.asia/dotasia-organisation/about-dotasia
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12A Comprehensive genealogy map is available in Chon (2015, p.38). 
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