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Chinese Internet in the 1980s: Reflecting on an
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Abstract

In the 1980s, China and the Internet, although not yet officially connected,
were undoubtedly linked in the zeitgeist. In that decade, the Internet evolved
from a research and development tool in American laboratories into a
multipurpose practical instrument and quietly completed the process of
globalization in university systems, laying a crucial foundation for the
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commercialization wave of the 1990s. In this period, the Internet not only
promoted technological innovation and enhanced infrastructure but also
strengthened connections within the global scientific community. Although not
yet widespread in China during the 1980s, when the country was at the
beginning of its reform and opening-up policy, there was a significant increase
in foreign economic and technical exchanges. The Internet helped trigger an
information revolution in China through freer access to ideas, socio-economic
aspects, and academic exchanges. Such interactions included the intense
ideological contest in Chinese society sparked by The Third Wave (1980) and
the experimental Internet connections attempted by research institutions and
foreign-funded enterprises. Additionally, groups such as visiting scholars and
overseas students facilitated the communication of science and technology,
propelling the scientific community’s underlying network to extend its influence
in China. This prepared China in various ways for official Internet integration
in 1994 while also enriching and enhancing the developmental space of the
global Internet. The 1980s, as a key enlightenment stage for the Internet in
China, not only witnessed comprehensive preparations for initial access in the
early 1990s but also laid a solid systemic foundation for the Internet’s rapid
future development, which deserves systematic collation and exploration.
Analyzing and re-evaluating the influence of the 1980s on the Chinese Internet
is of special significance for understanding its origins and development with a
future-focused outlook.
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