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Globalization as a Tool of Power : 

the Setting Up of the Intelsat System

“ Large empires went to great lengths to speed the flow of information : the Romans built roads, the Persians and the Mongols established relays of horses, the British subsidized mail steamers. ”

Daniel R. Headrick, The Invisible Weapon, p.6

The setting up by the US of  the Intelsat system, a global telephone and television network by satellite, is an illustration of the “ technological gap ” that has existed between US and Europe since World War II, especially in the 1950’s and the 1960’s. This case study shows how technological advance has been turned into diplomatic and economic clout, into international political influence, and how Washington has sought to keep it up and to convert it at the best possible rate into these other forms of power, through an international organization : Intelsat.

This paper argues : 


1/ That US advance in civilian satellite technology is a by-product of the Cold War, and that it is overwhelmingly based upon governmental military efforts. 


2/ That the setting up of a new worldwide network of communication, far from being a neutral technological endeavour, has been perceived from its inception as a political tool, epitomized in the international organization Intelsat. 


3/ That Intelsat, as a political tool, has been used both to counter the Soviet influence in the Third World and to prevent Europe from challenging US technology by launching independent programs.


4/ That technology is a key element to understand the globalization process, its cultural consequences,  and the central role the US has played in it.

1. The origins of the technological gap in communication satellites

The idea of using an “ extraterrestrial relay ” to broadcast television or to transmit other communication signals is not new : as early as 1945, Arthur C. Clarke, the science-fiction writer (but at that time a british RAF officer), demonstrates the interest of the geostationary orbit
. If one can put an artificial satellite 35800km above the equator, he says, then this satellite will seem motionless when seen from one point on earth, and three such “ geosynchronous ” satellites will be enough to broadcast signals (or to receive and send them back) to almost every point on our planet.

With the Cold War unfolding, three fields of technology made dramatic progress in the US and in the USSR
. Electronics, which had improved during WWII, especially high-frequency (microwave) devices for radar, were further improved for far-ranging military transmissions. Research on satellites themselves began slowly, with emphasis mainly on reconnaissance satellites. Actually, the decisive field of improvement was missile technology, with considerable progress being made on the basis of the Nazi V-2 program. Americans had been first in reaping the Whernher von Braun team and the stock of remaining V-2 in Peenemünde (“ Operation Paperclip”)
 ; but the research had been slowed down immediately after the war because of the perceived US advance. The dramatic progress made by the Russians in launcher technology resulted in the huge shock of the SPUTNIK, a heavy satellite set in orbit october 4th, 1957, and soon followed by others. 

This “ first in space ” Communist achievement was deeply resented in the US, and it became a national challenge with far-reaching consequences (on the educational system, on the project to send a man to the moon for instance)
. But the first result was to accelerate the research to fill the “ missile gap ”, and to trigger the creation of NASA (National Aeronautic and Space Administration) in 1958. NASA took over some of the military programs in communication satellites (VANGUARD, ECHO) while the Department of Defense was pushing further its own programs (COURIER).

The bulk of the technology used in communication satellites comes from military efforts, hence the taxpayer money, and it is a by-product of the arms race - especially the indispensable launcher technology. David Whalen, in a conference organized by NASA in October of 1995
, criticized the “ Conventional Wisdom ” that has been widespread about communication satellites, which pretends that (1) this technology was developed by the government because (2) industry was unwilling or unable to face the high costs and high risks associated with communications satellite R&D. 

His criticisms are only partly justified : AT&T and Hughes Aircraft (and, to a lesser extent, General Electric, RCA and others) did participate very quickly in the research, and AT&T funded the TELSTAR experiment by itself. Industry, foreseeing the potential gains to be made in the booming telephone industry, did invest and did find most of the new devices that made communication by satellite possible (some of them already existed for submarine cable technology). However, it must be pointed out that : 

1/ One indispensable part of the technology, the launching capacity, remained military, even during the first decade of NASA, and these facilities have always been those of the Government.

2/ The biggest part of research and experiments, military or civilian, was contracted by the Department of Defense (DoD) or NASA so that the net industry investment fo R&D or building experimental satellites is relatively low. The SYNCOM satellite, by Hughes Aircraft, which will be the model of geosynchronous satellites for the following decades, was designed by bold engineers of Hughes, but the actual flying satellite was developed through a contract with NASA and DoD. The only exception here is TELSTAR, developed by AT&T and entirely funded by the monopoly - including the reimbursement of launching. However, TELSTAR technology proved to be less interesting than Hughes technology, and anyway Congress would not have let AT&T extend its monopoly in the ionosphere.

3/ Many of the companies that competed for the civilian satellites were awarded, at the same time, contracts for military satellites (communication or else), helping them to advance their expertise. 

To sum up this first point, we can explain the origin of the technology gap between Europe and the US by the position of the latter in the arms race against the USSR, its military spending, and the particularly efficient connection which exists between government and industry in a competition situation. Except for the launching segment, one can assume that the industry could have played a somewhat bigger role in communication satellite technology. But the Kennedy Administration soon decided that it would not be so, for the international political stakes were too important.

2.  An opportunity to shape a new world order in communications


The basic shift to have in mind about the communication satellite sector is that it was predominantly strategic, or, say, diplomatic, in the 1960’s, whereas it has become chiefly economic since the end of the 1980’s, or, say, geoeconomic. In February 1961, a congressional document outlined the main interests in developing a communication satellite system : it says that the system would serve “ Military communication needs, Civil communication needs, and U.S. foreign policy needs. ” And it elaborates on the latter : 

 “ 1. Salutary example of peaceful use of outer space

2. Evidence of U.S. space leadership

3. Opportunity for technical assistance program development

4. Cultural exchange

5. Broadcast relay

6. Demonstration of vitality of our economic system ”


What we read here is another illustration of the theory developed by John Logsdon and elaborated later by Walter McDougall, who explain the race to go to the moon (that is, $ 30 billion for a non-military and non-economic space endeavour) by “ the conjunction of the early Soviet space triumphs with the emergence of the neutralist Third World ”
. It is first for reasons of prestige, and influence on the leaders of the non-aligned countries, that the US put money and skills in the communication satellite race - a race where they could achieve a both peaceful and useful “ first ” in space.


In fact, the technological advance gained by US satellites in these years 1958-1965 has a more far-reaching significance, in that it gives to Washington the opportunity to reshape the world order in communications. One must remember that in the 1950’s, the world was still dependent on radio and submarine cables (and just a dozen of them carried telephone), as far as long-distance communications are concerned. Daniel Headrick, in his book The Invisible Weapon
, has shown for the period 1850-1945 the enormous importance of having control of international cables, as the British did. The British telegraph cables have played an important role in giving to London instantaneous information - were it to the City, which could anticipate the American market trends before the rest of Europe, or to the government, as exemplified in the Fachoda incident, when the Foreign Office could hide the real power struggle between Marchand and Kitchener to the Quai d’Orsay. 


“ Up to the end of the last war British overseas telegraphs practically dominated the world. England was the hub of a great system of world communications. Vast amounts of foreign traffic passed through London and were available for censorship. After the war the American interests determined to change this state of affairs and they embarked on a world-wide system of communications development intended so far as possible to render them independent of London. ”


Mostly through radio (a new technology is an opportunity to impose a new international repartition of power), Washington tried in the 1920’s to challenge British domination, and RCA (Radio Corporation of America) was its “ chosen instrument ”. During WWII, the Anglo-American advance in cables and radio gave them a decisive advantage over the Axis ; but for the UK, it meant also the loss of preponderance, the point where the US “ changes the guard ”, particularly when London relinquished its monopolistic access to the Commonwealth. 


However, the US rapid catch-up with the UK was not completed in 1960, and neither was the US dream of a communication order free of any political influence all over the world. In the 1950’s, calls through radio waves were not of good quality, and the promising technology, telephone cables, was scarce : the first transatlantic cable was laid only in 1956 - and it was carrying no more than 50 lines at a time. In 1964, when Intelsat was born, there were no more than 250 submarine telephone lines across the Atlantic ! And EARLY BIRD, also known as INTELSAT I, though an experimental device, could carry 480 of them at once. So one can perceive the interest that satellite technology represented for the US, aside from the strategic improvement (military communications) : an opportunity to supplant British domination by linking every country on earth via satellite. 


It is important to point out that this step in globalization - one of the technical steps which makes it possible - is very much in line with American internationalist ideology as it has been implemented since WWII : international organizations, international conflict setting, liberalization of trade, removal of barriers between states, anticolonialism, etc. “ One world ” : this becomes more of a reality when countries can communicate directly with each other. Two statements illustrate this “ free-flow ideology ”. The first one is by James D. O’Connell, Director of Telecommunication Management in the Johnson Administration : 


“ [The British Empire ] was the first to sponsor and support an early network of ocean cables as an instrument of national policy, commerce, trade, and -when needed - military operations. [...]


In this connection it is interesting to note that the British Commonwealth still has a somewhat larger international complex of communications than does the United States. We did not realize this until we had come to investigate it here recently. [...]


The United States does not have a farflung empire or commonwealth of nations, but at this point in our history we have a great community of interest with the many free and independent nations of the world whose rights of self-determination, progress toward higher living standards, governmental strength, stability, and ability to resist the forces of externally sponsored subversion are of great interest to us as a nation. [...]


If ever a nation had a need for a profuse, economical, reliable, international communication, that need is ours today. ”


The US didn’t want to replace British hegemony : it wanted to change the rules of world communications, to reverse “ the reactionnary concepts of rich nation domination of zones of communication influence ”
. And satellite technology allowed this wish to be fulfilled : 


“ We must nurture this global system concept , for if we allow it to deteriorate into a series of isolated regional networks we may forever lose the golden opportunity which satellite technology provides for creating a world community in which communications flow freely between nations. ”


President Johnson - and this is a striking aspect of his personality that I discovered when I worked in the Johnson Library in Austin, TX, on this subject - was what I would call a “ generous technological dreamer ”. He really believed that technology, especially satellite technology, could do a lot to help Third World development and bring peace through better communication and education.


“ Man’s greatest hope for world peace lies in understanding his fellow man. Nations, like individuals, fear that which is strange and unfamiliar. [...] So the challenge is to communicate. [...]


A telephone call from Rangoon to Djakarta must still go through Tokyo. A call from Dakar, Senegal to Lagos, Nigeria is routed through Paris and London. A call from American Samoa to Tahiti goes by way of Oakland, California. [...]


Such an archaic system of international communications is no longer necessary. The communications satellite knows no geographic boundary, is dependent on no cable, owes allegiance to no single language or political philosophy. Man now has it within its power to speak directly to his fellow man in all nations. ”


Even if Intelsat achievements didn’t go as far as L.B. Johnson had dreamed, real prospective research had been conducted, as illustrated by the National Security Action Memorandum N° 342, which is entitled “ U.S. Assistance in the Early Establishment of Communications Satellite Service for Less-developed Nations ”, dated March 4, 1966
 ; this NSAM set up a “ White House Working Group on Educational Uses of Communications Satellites ”. Its achievements, however, were fewer than its thinking.


For the US, the interest in reshaping the world communication order, rather than simply taking over former British role was more than ideological. Just like free trade, free flow of communication ensures the domination of the most powerful country. It accelerates the rhythm of trade and cultural influence, it offers more coordination to the biggest corporate strategies, it extends the reach of transnational firms by unifying the world market - and it offers a huge potential of growth to the American telecommunication industry. Moreover, satellites give the possibility to broadcast radio or television throughout the world, and Washington had to make sure that they were safeguarding this possibility for the free world against a possible threat by the Communist countries.


“ The president has indicated interest in recommandations made by Ambassador Korry for U.S. assistance to African nations in attaining early communications satellite service to further assist in the development of these nations and to bring them closer to the the United States. [...] There is a possibility that the Soviet Union may act soon to assist lesser developed nations attain communications by satellite. Early action by the United States is necessary to preclude this possibility. ”


There were three dangers that the US had to head off in this enterprise : 1. the presumed Russian plans ; 2. the European reluctance to lose influence over their closest allies, especially France and Great Britain over their former colonies ; and 3. Japanese plans to build earth stations (an indispensable segment of the new communication system) in their zone of influence.

“ The most practical way to head off these pressures is to get the global system into full worldwide operation as quickly as possible. This in turn requires an accelerated program for the constructions of earth stations and related facilities in Asia, Africa and Latin America. Completion of such a program, providing communication services to key underdeveloped countries, will not only confirm the global character of the system but also integrate these countries more firmly to a truly single global system in which the US is the dominant figure. ”


So the challenge was to build this “ single global system ” designed as early as 1961 by the Department of State, and seen as a vital element in US world leadership : 

“ Any effort short of our total national capacity in furtherance of this vital communication technology would amount to a grievous neglect of responsability which could seriously affect our leadership in world affairs. ”

3. The birth of Intelsat : from technical advance to institutional control

If the proper role of an historian is to revise the misperceptions of the past, then I must denounce another “ Conventional Wisdom ” or, as we say in France, a “ pensée unique ” about Intelsat. This is the widespresad idea
 that the US would have been forced by the European countries to set up Intelsat because these countries feared weakness if bilateral agreements were negociated, and refused this kind of negociation. “ [...] Policy makers, Stephen Krasner writes about US officials, failed to secure their first best institutional preference of bilateral arrangements. ”
 What makes the analysis of the problem difficult is that the negociations were held not by two, but by three actors : the Department of State, European countries, and the Comsat. Comsat is a strange hybrid creation : a firm incorporated by an Act of the Congress (Communication Satellite Act of August 1962), and set up to develop this new technology for the US. It is not a federal agency, it is a private firm which must make money to ensure profits to its shareholders ; but still, it must be the “ chosen instrument ” of the Government, its tool for foreign policy goals. 

It is Comsat which tried to set up a series of bilateral agreements, as it is done in the cable industry - Comsat managers thought they could get better deals this way. But they had not perceived the political importance of their business, epitomized by the European resistance and by the Department of State plans. For the US policy makers, as we have seen, this new technology was an opportunity to reshape the world order in communications : “ The Department must take the initiative in defining the kind of international order which we wish ultimately to emerge ”
. So that, as early as the spring of 1961, it designed the “ global unique system ” concept and foresaw an international organization. “ So it was clear to us from the outset that there was going to have some sort of international entity, of which Comsat would be only one part. ”
 In November of the same year 1961, P.J. Farley, Special Assistant to Secretary of State for Atomic Energy and Outer Space, confirmed this view in a confidential letter to George Ball (Under Secretary of State) : 

“ Moreover, we feel that there are very practical reasons for fostering a joint international venture in this area and that this is the best way of deriving maximum political advantage.[...]


In connection with current discussion of the issue under the auspices of the Space Council, we are advancing the concept of an international joint venture in this field, which we believe better accords with political objectives and practical necessities. ”


In 1963, when the managers of newly incorporated Comsat traveled to Europe to try to reach bilateral agreements with European Post and Telecommunications Departments (PTTs) and their Governments, they found these Governments refused to become clients of a US private corporation which would handle their telecommunications. And the relationship between Comsat and the Department of State was very tense, for each had a different view of how to organize this sector. Comsat wanted maximum profits and no bureaucratic constraints ; the Department wanted to implement its concept of a single global system to fulfill its foreign policy goals - and for this, it needed to seduce European countries still reluctant to cooperate for reasons of national independence : Great Britain and its projects with the Commonwealth, France and its projects with its former colonies.

Mr. Frutkin said he thought it reasonable to consider the British and Canadian approach as reflecting their uncertainty as to wether or not they should continue in their efforts to develop a Commonwealth system or go along with us. He suggested that at the talks we should affirm the international cooperative aspects of our policies as strongly as possible. 

He suggested that we should also attempt to convince the British and Canadians that we are moving along so fast that we will pre-empt the field. ”

De Rose commented that the United States is in a far better position to appreciate the technical and financial problems involved than are nations with less-developed programs like France. [...] De Rose indicated that the French would need a lot more information on this subject before they would take a definite position on the desirability of cooperation. ”


Why did the State Department put so much emphasis on this concept of a “ single global system ”, and its actual realization ? The second adjective corresponds to a technical possibility and to the dream become reality to change the world  communication order (from scarce point-to-point communications to a world-wide interconnection). The first adjective has also been presented as a technical obligation (to ensure interconnection, one system is enough, and two or more systems would probably not be compatible), but it is also a political objective : ensuring an American-based system of telecommunications made available to anyone, that reflects the free-flow of information imperative and which would make impossible any “ political zone of communication ”.


So we see the constraints and the ideas that lead to Intelsat : to ensure the political goals of the State Department, there must be an international organization of some sort. It must be international enough to be acceptable by non-aligned and European countries such as Egypt or France, but it also must be under effective American control, and preserve as much as possible US technological monopoly.


Negociations on a multilateral basis were held during the first part of 1964, and the Intelsat agreement was opened to signature in Washington on August 10, 1964. What are the basic elements of the organization ?



1. The Europeans refused, of course, a mere “ joint venture ” dominated by a US corporation ; they wanted a formal international organization in the UN style. Confronted with an American refusal, they demanded at least a political involvement of the US Government, to guarantee the strategic and political aspects of the system. Therefore the final deal was double : an intergovernmental agreement, and an operational agreement between the telecommunication entities of each country to run the “ cooperative ”.



2. The Comsat corporation, on its insistance, was named manager of the system - it would run the technical and daily aspects. But this was not accepted without a price, and the price the Europeans asked was the temporary nature of the agreement : as they would have more time to make technological progress, they thought, they would be able to negociate a better deal five years later. 



3. The American negociators managed to establish a system which reflected and institutionalized US technological and economic advance, by linking the investment of each country to its percentage of use of the system - that is, its number of telephone calls - and ensuring that the US portion could not fall under 50,6%. Power of decision on the Intelsat board was in turn directly linked with investment, so that the US had an automatic majority of votes. The goal for the State Department was to make sure that the basic global system could be deployed on US principles before the agreement was renegociated. Such an international body controlled by the richer country - which has, moreover, the technological monopoly, was for the US a perfect type of organization, much more interesting than the international organizations where the “ one country, one vote ” principle prevails (such as the UN General Assembly or UNESCO).



4. Another key success the US obtained, after fierce fighting with the French delegation, was the adoption of an article in the Preamble of the Agreement forbidding participation in any separate system - that is, an insurance that no competition would threaten the Intelsat organization in the Western world, and that no Western country would take part in any Soviet system.

4. 1964-1971 : Europe entangled in US globalization


Between 1964 and 1969, the number of countries taking part in Intelsat rose from 20 to 68. The Department of State and Comsat organized this expansion, through Comsat managers, who touted the advantage of  the cooperative around the world. US embassies were instrumental in this expansion, which fulfilled many non-aligned countries aspiration for national pride, and independence from their former European colonizer in the telecommunication field - a sensitive instrument of prestige and sovereignty. Intelsat was multilateral enough in its structure and its achievements (each country can communicate directly with any other country) to give the impression of not being controlled by the US. Third World countries were eager to participate, and tended to see their advantage in the rapid growth of the system in which they had a voice – however small. This is an example of what Joe Nye named “ soft power ” for the US : to get the others to want what you want and define their interest according to the frame and the agenda you set up.
 And this Third World participation was also an opportunity for the US to counter European influence inside the organization (the old “ divide and rule ” principle). 


“ Intelsat has been a real success story ”
 : if we are to compare the positions of US and Europe in the telecommunication sector for the 1960’s, the balance sheet is clearly in favor of the US - Washington managed to maintain Europe in a “ junior partner ” role and to enhance its global reach - at the same time as it was losing ground in Vietnam.



1. In spite of European resistance, the US managed to set up this new television and telephone network by satellite, and to control the whole process. In recently available archives, private acknowledgement of domination are many : 

“ As you know, INTELSAT was established on an international basis, but with effective United States control. We were anxious to avoid anything that might jeopardize its future as the instrument of our concept of a single global commercial sytem. ”

“ It is the view of the Department that the over-all national interest of the US in the field of telecommunications is well served by the arrangements created by the international agreements of August 1964. We believe we have achieved an international structure in which the US has quite a dominant voice. ”



2. The diplomatic gains of the US are important : this technological and “ neutral ” achievement, which enhanced American prestige and influence in the world, provided an opportunity to share the results of the space conquest through a useful enterprise. The European traditional technological influence in the communication sector was replaced by that of the US - it is the US that led the world into the globalization age. The Soviet system Intersputnik, proposed only in 1968, was too weak to counter a powerful and technically efficient Intelsat system, in which so many countries had invested.



3. Unlike the Europeans, the Americans, through Intelsat, managed to increase their technological advance at the expenses of the international community. As a matter of fact, procurements for Intelsat satellites, launching and earth stations, were made in the form of a competitive bidding. This meant that Intelsat contracts were practically reserved for the US industry, far ahead from any European competitor. During the 1960’s, the US contributed for a bit more than 50% of Intelsat costs, and US industry got 95% of its contracts, which means that Europe (and the Third World) subsidized American technology, and helped to widen the technological gap with their own national industries ! For the European countries, contributions to Intelsat meant less money to put in State-funded research - and these countries didn’t have such incentives to technological performance as the huge spending by the Department of Defense and NASA. 

4. The result of this process is to anchor the US in its role of leading country in the communication technologies, which will eventually turn out to be the next industrial and information revolution (from the “ technectronic ” age to the internet and CNN). What we see here are the technological, “ hardware ” basis of US leadership in the “ global village ”. This means a lot in terms of strategic power, ot ability to set its own technical standards, and, now that communications are largely available and flow freely between nations, in terms of economic advantage. The Walt Rostow Task Force had already perceived that point in 1968 : 

“ Telecommunications are an essential support for world commerce and finance. And communications equipment and knowhow, like other products of advanced technology, should represent a rising share of our exports. ”

Hughes Aircraft, which in 1965 designed EARLY BIRD, also known as INTELSAT I, now dominates the world satellites market, with 40% of  the communication satellites (telephone, television, data, etc.) currently in orbit. And its competitors are not American.


 What is the epilogue of this case study ? Intelsat agreements were renegociated from 1969 to 1971, and, after a fierce fight between Europeans and Americans, the basic structure was reconducted, though not without US concession about Comsat role as a manager, which had stirred a lot of anger by its unilateral decisions : it ceased gradually in the 1970’s. The other important points are a greater flexibility in the bidding procurement system, and, more important from the US point of view, the agreement on the monopoly of Intelsat : no other communication satellite system could be set up or used by the signatories of the Treaty. This made US domination on this sector a success story of 20 years at least - the institutional frame was making things run to its profit. Interestingly enough, since the 1980’s the US has been trying hard to break this Intelsat monopoly and deregulate the sector in order to unleash the private forces in the communication business, and Europeans as well as Third World countries are now resisting them.


Europe, entangled in this institutional deal with the US, owed its technological majority only to its volontarist policy : after years of disagreement and disputes, France, Germany and others managed to develop satellite technology and, more important for their independence, autonomous launcher technology (L-IIIS programme, later called “ Ariane ”
). But the technological gap and its economic and cultural consequences in the 1990’s is still to be filled - America is still N°1, far ahead.

As far as US-Europe relationships in the globalization age are concerned, interesting comparisons can be made with other fields like cultural protectionism or industrial independence. Against the technical and economic seemingly “ neutral ” rules, Europe can stand by itself and retain its identity and power only when it unites, when it sets political volontarist objectives, when it does “ affirmative action ” for itself. Aside from these principles, Europe is condemned to remain a junior partner in the US world order, and to play no significant role except that of a rich passive buyer of US goods, technology and culture. 
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