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A Large World
Social networks and globalisation
The common view of social networks as a homogenising global force is misleading. There is an incredible 
diversity of successful sites, and with it many users are tragically walled off.

Some Americans can recall a social network 
called Orkut attracting some curious 
early adopters after its 2004 launch, 

then drowning in a tidal wave of competitors. 
MySpace had its musicians, Facebook had its 
college students, but Orkut had no committed 
user base, and it wound up in the great Recycle 
Bin of forgotten websites. Brazilians remember 
it differently, with the wildly popular Orkut 
dominating online life, and starting the lesser-
known Google search engine on the side. In 
truth, Orkut was created by a Turkish Google 
engineer in his spare time and failed miserably 
in its targeted US market. Yet, for reasons 
nobody understands, it became the premier 
social network in Brazil and India. It’s a story 
that reflects a wider global disconnect in how 
we perceive social networks.

A Partitioned Web

As a cryptographer starting my PhD in the 
Computer Security Lab, I’ve spent this year 
wading through the morass of privacy and 
security issues ignored during a 5-year gold 
rush to build the next generation’s on-line 
communities. I’ve seen poor privacy controls 
on MySpace and MyYearbook, clunky 
interfaces on Flixster and Friendster, and 
shoddy implementation on Badoo, Bahu, and 
Bebo. But social networks paint an even more 
interesting human picture of global power 
struggles and cultural segregation at the dawn 
of the Digital Age.

Idealistic technophiles describe social networks 
as an unstoppable force sweeping away old 
divisions. In reality, the web is surprisingly 
balkanised: over 25 different social networks can 
claim primacy in at least one country, and there 
are at least 50 services with a million members, 
double the number of European cities with a 
million residents. Economists have predicted 
that a ‘natural monopoly’ will emerge. With 
little technical variation, popularity should 
quickly overpower minor differences in design, 
sending an avalanche of users to any site which 
gets ahead. This theory of ‘network effects’ 
predicted the triumph of eBay, but has failed 
for social networks. The world is growing more 
divided, not less. Within the past two years, for 

example, an upstart Argentine service named 
Sonico has bucked the established American 
competition’s huge advantage in users to take 
hold in Latin America.

The Global Muddle

Some of the regional variation in popularity 
can be attributed to legitimate cultural 
differences. Japan, with its famously insular 
social customs, has eschewed foreign sites for 
Mixi, which is closed to foreigners and avoids 
the word ‘friend’ entirely. MySpace poured 
money into its own Japanese-language site for 
years before giving up on the market. Home-
grown social networks similarly dominate 
South Korea (CyWorld) and Taiwan (Wretch). 
Most popular overall in Asia, though, is 
Friendster, another American ghost which has 
mysteriously found new life. Launched all the 
way back in 2002, Friendster is the grandfather 
of today’s sites. It had millions of users, a buyout 
offer from Google, and coverage in Vanity Fair 
before MySpace and Facebook had registered 
their domain names. It soon lost its its cachet 
in the US, but has found re-birth as the most 
popular network in the Philippines, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Singapore. 

Europe is even more complex, with country-
specific networks fending off foreign challengers 
in almost every market. There are winners, 

like Finland’s IRC Galleria and Spain’s Tuenti, 
losers like France’s SkyRock and Germany’s 
meinVZ, and countries like Italy and Norway 
which have never had a local network catch 
on. Sociologists are excitedly trying to catalog 
the wreckage, but they’ll need quite a fancy 
model to explain Iceland. The also-famously-
quirky-island is the world’s heaviest per-capita 
user of Facebook, which offers no Icelandic 
localisation whatsoever.

Chaotic Competition

I advocate two simple explanations for why 
some networks have flourished where others 
have failed: incidental effects of minor design 
decisions and initial popularity among critical 
groups of ‘maven’ users. MySpace owes its 
success to allowing users to paste raw HTML 
code into their profiles. This feature was drawn 
up to enable users to pick their own background 
colours, but also enabled users to embed video 
links into their profile. This became hugely 
popular with music fans, who catapulted 
MySpace to wider prominence. Facebook 
originally limited itself to students at a few 
top American universities to limit the initial 
awkwardness of explicit social-networking. 
This had the side effect of recruiting a vocal set 
of movers, shakers, and technology bloggers to 
Facebook, and word of mouth took over. 
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The chaotic process of social network adoption 
has favored America and its early glut of sites, 
with the Silicon Valley pushing its surplus 
social networks to the far corners of the globe. 
Friendster and Orkut can’t compare with the 
bizarre success of Hi5. Based in San Francisco, 
Hi5 is unknown in the US but has become the 
top social network in a diverse set of outposts 
including Mexico, Romania, Angola, and 
Thailand. It’s doubtful this represents a masterful 
marketing plan, just some translation effort and 
good fortune. America has no magic grasp of 
social networks, but it was there first, and now 
controls the 5 most popular global sites.

Hegemony or Fragmentation

American dominance sounds bitterly like an 
echo of centuries of Western imperialism, 
but the alternative could prove worse. Iran’s 
government banned Orkut for violating 
local content rules, allowing a self-censoring 
Farsi-only site named Cloob to fill the gap. 
Teenagers in Iran are now stuck at a digital 
oasis, with the same features as the American 
peers but no means to connect. Within the 
West, over 20 million African Americans 
have joined BlackPlanet, a race-specific social 
network, inspiring similar platforms for Asian 
Americans and Hispanics. These are being 
followed by MyYearbook for youth, Eons for 
baby boomers, and sites built for Christians 
and Jews. Instead of connecting the billions of 
diverse Internet users together, we risk herding 
them into virtual ghettos.

If the murky past is any indicator, we can’t 
predict which networks will gain and lose 
popularity, or if the market will consolidate or 
fractionate. But some signs point to Facebook 
turning the corner—it’s adding about 750,000 
users daily, the entire membership of Bulgaria’s 
homegrown network Impulse. Facebook 
recently rolled out support, simultaneously, for 
Hebrew and Arabic. Perhaps a monopoly isn’t 
the worst possibility.
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The Cambridge 
Univeristy Global Health 

Student Initiative
The Cambridge University Global Health Student Initiative (CUGHSI) was developed to 
promote awareness of global health issues to the members of the University of Cambridge in 
a multi-disciplinary fashion and engage members in efforts to become involved with research 
pertaining to these issues within the institution. Despite high levels of cross-campus research 
and policy action for global health and development at Cambridge, institutional support for 
integrating these efforts has not been forthcoming. Our society aims to fill this void and serve 
as a foundation for a more strategic, long-term centre to be established at
the University of Cambridge.

In light of recent growth and development of new funding schemes for global health initiatives, 
CUGHSI has proposed specific strategies for building capacity by providing a forum for 
scholarly dialogue and exchange and by promoting research and policy collaboration across 
faculties and with global development institutions, including the World Health Organization.  
Additionally, CUGHSI would also support curriculum development at appropriate faculties 
within the University of Cambridge, and raise the profile of existing global health activities by 
students and faculty.  The organization would work actively and diligently, while procuring 
external financial support for these efforts.

Overall, CUGHSI aims to ensure the position of the University of Cambridge as a leading 
institution within this growing discipline. A range of global health initiative models already 
exist at other leading institutions throughout the world, including Harvard, Oxford, the 
London School of Hygiene & Medicine, and Yale.  Moreover, through the Gates-Cambridge 
Trusts, the University of Cambridge possesses a unique relationship with the Gates 
Foundation.  The connection with this foundation, which has been a leader in funding and 
promoting awareness of global health issues, notably those affecting the developing world, 
makes Cambridge an even more appropriate venue at which dialogue and research regarding 
global health efforts should be fostered, supported, and developed into a more cohesive and 
recognizable force.

Through regular term meetings, an annual research symposium, and other activities developed 
to promote global health awareness, CUGHSI will allow members to engage in discussions 
regarding global health issues and cutting-edge research.  Furthermore, a collective of faculty 
members and students dedicated to addressing these issues will serve as a foundation for the 
development of a global health initiative centre critical to both the world and to the University 
as a whole.

Founding Members: Towfique Raj (Gates ‘05), Kirstin Woody, David Stuckler. Others 
contributed to this effort: Hebe Gouda, Thomas Johnson (Gates ‘06), and Raliza Stoyanova 
(Gates ‘07)

Visit our website for more information: http://www.cughsi.org
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