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Global Standards and American Hegemony

After the Second World War the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics were the two strongest global powers and this created a bi-polar power dynamic in
international affairs, commonly referred to as the Cold War. During the Cold War both hegemons
competed against each other directly and indirectly. The result was that many countries, no
matter how remote, were drawn into the conflict when it was suspected that their governments'
policies might affect the balance of power. Antonio Gramsci developed the concept of cultural
domination to include social class, hence the philosophic and sociologic theory of cultural
hegemony analyzed the social norms that established the social structures with which the ruling
class establish cultural dominance to impose their world view.

International regimes define implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and decision-making
procedures around which actors' expectations converge in a given area of international relations.
International regimes often form in response to a need to coordinate behavior among countries
around an issue. A regime such as ITU serves simultaneously as a forum, a multilateral treaty,
and a governing body to standardize telecommunications across countries efficiently. Today
regimes cover almost all aspects of international relations that might require coordination among
countries, from security to trade, finance, and investment, information and communication,
human rights, the environment, and management of outer space. Some scholars emphasize the
importance of a hegemon in creating a regime and giving it momentum. This is called the
hegemonic stability theory. The rationale is that a hegemon often stands to gain the most from
the creation of global standards. US companies like Microsoft, Universal Studios, and Pfizer
would be among the greatest beneficiaries of a strict global intellectual property regime.

Standards can be de facto standards which means they are followed by informed convention
or dominant usage, de jure standards which are part of legally binding contracts, laws or
regulations, and voluntary standards which are published and available for people to consider for
use. Standardization is the process of implementing and developing technical standards.
Standardization can help to maximize capability, interoperability, safety, repeatability, or quality. In
social sciences the idea of standardization is close to the solution for a coordination problem.

In this paper we consider in detail American initiatives to create global standards.

(SEKISHITA, Minoru, Professor Emeritus, Ritsumeikan University)
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