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tion paradigm that still remains committed to the exclusion of ‘lay people’ outside the

institutienalized expertism we have come to accept as the only source of research.

Public-Private Partnerships

Following the growth of private-sector invalvement in public infrastracture projects
acrpss the globe, corparate investments have often become a substitute for public funding
formerly provided by intergovernmental agencies, international aid erganizetions, and
goevernments, Usually considered in terms of a pooiing of privete and public resources,
public-private partnerships aim ot o cooperative provision of services and products to
exploit synergy effects. Public institutions are expected to become more *proactive’ in
terms of their engagement with private actors, the development process us a whole more
equitable and sustainable.

Such official pronouncements aside, assessments from the ground tend to give the
relatively new taol of PPP a much more ambivalent review. While major infe-corporations
ore indeed offering themselves as ‘partners in development’ and support ICT development
as vehicles for"effactive service delivery’ and ‘e-governance’, they also take advantage of
the newfound enthusinsm for Public-Private Partnerships to stake out their own commercial
claims, crowd out public-sector alternatives, and actively discourage alternative forms
of development cooperation. Dedicated to PPP - including its latest transformatian, the
notion of Multi-Stekehoider-Partherships (MSP) -, "PPP in ICT’ wall be the focus of angther
project by members of the Incommunicado network, soon at http://pppwatch.org.
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Digital Capitalism

and Development:
the Unbearabie Lightness

of ICT4D

Jan Hederveen Pieterse

The application of information and communication technologies (ICT) in d‘e\.!elopl'.nf:nt
palicies—in short, information-for-development a7 ICT4D—follows ideas of dngltul. divide
and cyber apastheid. This discussion situates 1CT4D in eriticel develppment ?tudfes uf\d
glabal pelitical economy and argues that information-for-development s |:fnmun|y
driven by market expansion and market deepening. As the latest uccumuiutml? wvjwe
digitai copitalism generates information technelogy boosterism and cyber utoplums‘m
with the digito! divide as its refrain. This discussion criticises the discourses and poli-
cies of bridging the digital divide and views informﬂtion-for~development‘us p'lflft o.f a
package deal inwhich cybear utopianismis associated, not exclusively but pnmu.nly, m.th
marketing digitai capitaiism. The actual task of information-for-development is to dls.-
aggregate ICT4D and to reconsider |CTin development policy in this Iight.‘ Less emphasis
on lnternet and mere on telephone, radie and television would normalise and ground
the discussion. | cenclude by arguing that the ICT4D discussien should move uwuy.frarn
development aid, NGOs and externally funded digital projectsto the central question of

disembedding technology frem capital.!

1 | have benefited from a Communication and Deveiopment workshop n Malmo (http://wew.

k3.mah.se/comdey, h;tp:waw.;nirgspgceseminur,grg} and the Incommunicado 95 conference
i i ) i ren
on Information for Bevelopmentin Amsterdam fIg;;p;szww.m;gmmnmggg{g.mfg{gggfg gnce)

in May and June 2005. ! thank Linda Aitio for research assistance. But | claim the mistokes in

this treatment.
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Bridging the Digital Divide

The digital divide, the theme of o dozzling eutpouring of literature,?is typically portrayed
instatistics, forinstance 'the fact that half the world population has yet to make its first
telephone call, orthat the density of telephone lines in Tokyo exceeds that of the entire
continent of Africa’ (Campbell 2001: 119). Or, Manhattan has more Internet providers than
all of Africa {Fors and Morens 2002). 88 percent of internet hasts are in North America
and Europe and b.25 percent in Africa (half of which are cancentrated in South Africa).
With 13 percent of the world populotion Africa has only 0.22 percent of landline telephone
connections and less than 2 percent of glebal PC ownership {Ya’u 2004: 14),

The digitel divide is a deepiy misleading discourse: the divide is not digital but so-
ciceconomic but representing the divide in technical terms suggests technical solutions.
It suggests digital satutions for digital problems (Warschauer 2003: 298; Cullen 2001).
With the digital divide comes reasoning that correiates cennectivity with development
performance—'Area A is rich, integrated into market retationships, and has q lot of
telephones; area B is poorer, less integrated intoc market relationships, and has fewer
telephones: therefare, a telephone rollout will make B richer and more integrated’ (Wade
2002: 450). The next stepis to equate cannectivity and economic development and to view
ICT as key to bridging the rich-ppor gop and ‘national “e-readiness” as a cornerstane of
capacity building... the discourse surrounding T has thus become part of developmental
discourse itseff’ (Thompson 2004; 195).

Hence follows the palicy of bridging the digital divide. Since digital capitalism daesn’t
gowhere profit margins are low such as rural areqs and developing countries, the rationale
of bridging the digital divide is that development intervention can make up for market
imperfections and jumpstart connectivity on a non-profit bgsis.

Bridging the digital divide has become g keynote of development poiicy, heavily
promated by major institutions. The World Bank and its Giobal Information and Com-
munication Technologies Department launched the Development Gateway, InfoDev, the
Globa! Knowledge Partnership, the Globa) Development Learning Network, World Links for
Development, the African Virtual University and a host of other initigtives (Luyt 2004;
Thompson 2004; Wade 2002). The 68 launched the Digital Opportunities Task or DOT Forge,
which is endarsed by the UNDP (Shade 2003). The UNDP started the Sustainable Develop-
ment Network Program and the Glohal Netwark Readiness and Resources Initiative and
has teamed up with Cisco to offer ICT courses in developing countries (McLaughlin 2005).

The UN is involved via the World Inteliectua! Property Organization (WIPQ), Foltewing the

2 Google gives 6,260,000 entries for *digital divide’ {in 0.08 seconds) in August 2005.
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1897 Basic Telecommunications Agreement, the WTO looks further towards e-commerce
(Shade 2003: 116). The Warld Summit on the information Society meets in Tunis in 2005.
Development cooperation in Australia, Canada, the Netherlands, Scandinavin and Swit-
zerland among others sponsors digita! projects in developing countries. NGO initiatives
include Computer Aid International, World Computer Exchange and the International
Development Research Centre {Yo'u 2004: 23).

In Thomas Friedman’s book The World Is Flot, information technology is the key to
bridging the development gap between the United Stotes and India and to bridging
the rich-poor gap. ‘Three billian peaple—from India, China, and the former Soviet em-
pire—walked anta a “flattened playing field.” They can now “plug and play, connect and
collaborate, more directly with your Wids and mine than ever befare in the history of
the planet.”’ (Friedman 2005) The combination of rising educational levels in develap-
ing countries (at a time when the American educational system is showing weaknesses)
and the business strategies of multinational companies, with ICT as an enabling factor,
creates ecancmic opportunities for developing countries. On the downside is a troubling
message to Americans—over the next ten years upto 11 percent of the American workforce
may be outsourced (cf. Luyt 2004).

Call centres are opening from Argentina to Kenya and Russia. But are telewarking and
teleservices beneficial to India and other information processing countries? They offer
jobsto & new middle class segment, but already after a few years the attrition rate in India
is 3D to 35 percent. ‘Indian stoff is required to keep odd hours, adopt American accents,
and have few pptions for career advancement’ {Luyt 7). Call centres ure o dependent
economy geared to patrons and clients in the North ta the point that Indians must adopt
American names and fake identities. They are a pseudo transfer of technelogy, which
only transfers end-user capability {cf. Tandon 2005).

With the exception of some groups {like software programmers), it seems that most tele-
workers who are predominantly women are receiving extremely low wages; and some of them
work in the kind of modern-day sweatshop conditions that characterised export oriented
manufacturing thraughout the developing world. (De Alcantera, quoted in Ya'u 21)

At times information-for-develapment comes with an extraterrestrial optimism (for
example, Sims 2002) that is oblivious to the checkered history of international develop-
ment efforts. Suddeniy technology becames o development shortcut even though this
flies in the face of ohvious constraints. First, ‘Relative to income, the divide today hardly

exists’ (Wade 444), so bridging the digital divide is actuslly about bridging income gaps,
and here the evidence is that they are generally growing. Second, ‘the digital divide is
increasing rather than decreasing’ (Ya'u 24}, which is plain given the rapid changes and
competitive drives in the ICT field. Third, research suggests that "the digital divide will
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never be hridged”: ‘it would take Africa about 100 years to reach the 1995 tevel of ireland’
(ibid.}. Bridging the digital divide is mopping up with the tap open. This presents us with the
unbearable lightness of ICT4D and the illogical nature of bridging the digital divide,

Unpacking this approach, an obvious and often discussed problem is technologi-
cal fetishism. Some discussians argue that connectivity should be addressed not os g
technofogical fix but as port of o capabilities approach and in terms of speigl capabilities
This is true and by the same token implies certain priorities: 'Once the illiteracy prohlen;
is solved (as in Kerata, india), cheap books are a great hoon, but giving illiterate people
cheap books does not solve illiteracy’ (Wade 2002: 443).

ICT4D as a Package Deal

The wider issue is the package character of ICT4D and the interrelated nature of ICT com-
penents and the constellation it is part of. This suggests that the means of bridging the
digitel divide contradict the very idea of bridging: ‘efforts to bridge the digital divide
may have the effect of focking developing countries into & new form of dependency on
the‘West. The technotogies and “regimes" (internationnl standards governing ICTs) are
designad by develaped country entities for developed country conditions’ (Wade 443},
From the package character of ICT4D emerges the actual task of tCT4D, which is to
unpack ICT4D so its development potential can be diagnosed and possibly harnessed.
Lontemporary globalisation is q package dealand ICTis deeply wired into this cluster.
Information technologies and microelectronics-based telecommunications since the
early 1980s created the passihility for the globalisation of supply: the information and
communication revolution cheapened leng-distance communication gnd engbled plant
relocation and cutsourcing to low wage areas. Information technelogy aiso enghles
praviding global product information or the glebalisation of demand. While flexible
production has come with growing research and development cast it also comes with o
sharter shelf life of products and thus pressure to expand marketshares to amortise the

—

3 - S .
The digitnl divide is often portrayed in crossly reductive terms as a mere technelogical aecess

problem that can he ostensibly addressed by praviding cheap computing and communication
technologies to the poor. However, the digitnl divide is not merely a technological problem due
to the absence of connectivity or access to cyberspace. This instrllxmentnlly informed discourse
on digital divide is o modernist tendency to unreflectingly categorize and compurtmentalize
complex scciotechnological changes into ane-dimensional social problems in e bid to resolve

them through simple technological fixes,’ {Parayil 2005: 41) Cf. Hand and Sandyweil 2002
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cost of technology invesiments, in the process generating inceatives for glabal marketing
and creating global brand recognition. With the global advertising boom (and advertising
growing three times faster than trade) comes the palitical economy and culture of branding
and |Dg(;$. Information technology is also tied up with the globalisation of competition;
the changing dynamics of glokal inter-firm competition involve inter-corporate tie-ups,
networking and mergers and acquisitions to manage the cost and risks of research and
development and global marketing. Corporate mergers both dewnsize companies and
seek to make brands stronger. ICT further provides the techrical means for financial
globalisation, as in 24 hour electronic trading, which has come together with financial
dereguiation and *securitisation’ or the dilution of the separation between banking and
non~banking forms of corporate finance, which, in turn, enabled corporate globalisatien
and the wave of corperate merger activity from the 1980s onward. One form this takes is
the spread of new financial instruments such as options and derivatives.*

In giohai political economy these trends are discussed under headings such as
flexible accumulation and post-Fordism and as a mode of production. A mede of pro-
duction or regime of accumulation combines systems of production {technologies und
the organisation of firms) and forms of regulation {political and legal regulation of
business and capital). This suggests that we cannot pick and choose elements from this
configuration without in effect activating and transplanting the entire canstellation or
much of it. This is aiready apparent at a technical fevel,

Complex ICT systems have "layers” of components—including PCs, computer hard-
ware, telecommunications, cables, software—and decisions made about standards for
one layer in one part of a lerge organisction can easily interfere with decisicns about
standards for enother layer made in another part of the organisation. Compatibility
can take years to achieve ot a huge cost, by which time new incompatibilities may have
arisen. (Wade 448)

What is at stake in cantemporary globalisation is both different national capi-
talisms, each of which is dynamic and in flux, and the interaction of capitalisms, which
is mediated through complex iayers of technology, intesnatienc! finance, international
trade, interngtional institutions, macroeconomic pelicies, knowledge systems, legal
standards and proprietary asrangements. Development policy is part of the interaction
of capitalisms. The terms of this interaction are generaily set by hegemonic powers and
institutions.

Accordingly what matters too is with which perspective we approach these ques-
tions—from the inside {the advanced countries} looking out or from the autside lcokingin

& Cf. Dicken 2003; Nederveen Pieterse 2004: Ch 1,

15



incommunicado reader

{from the paint of view of developing countries). The deveiopment appreach suggests the
latter while the realities of power and privilege imply the former. The trade-offs involved
in investing in ICT tend to be viewed differently in developed countries than in develo;:)-
ing countries: it does net make sense to have hospitais connected to the (nternet when
there are no drugs in the hospitals, or for scheols that have no chairs te be connected to
the internet’ (Yo’u 26). ICT4D reworks several familiar problems in development policy,
some of which are sketched below.

Development policy is incoherent. Surely education is more important to development
than digita} access and is also a condition for digitai literacy. Unever education worries
arganisations such as UNESCO, which calls on states to devote as much as 26% of their
budgets to education (Yo'u 19}. Yet the structural refarm policies advocated by the IMF
and Worid Bank require cuts in public spending including educetion. It does not make
sense to cut education spending and argue for ICT4D, to erode basic capabilities and
advocate faney digital capabilities.

JCT4D implies the imposition of a development model. Accerding to techno determinists
the sprend of technology = development. This recycles conventional modernisation thinking,
which ranges from Enlightenment positivism (and Lenin"s formuln of progress as Soviets
plus electricity)} to post-war modernisation theory. In this series, CT40 is Madernisation
2.0 (Shade 2003: 14). Second, for necliberal ecenomists und entrepreneurs the spread of
market ferces = development. Both these discourse communities make an instrumental
use of information-for-development: what matters is technelogical transformation and
market expansion. What these views share is at minimum development naivety, which may
te both genuine and deliberote (involving not just the sociology of knowledge but the
socielagy of ignorance). In defining poverty as the absence of technology and market
forces they fack awareness of social development. Inthe process these views present the
disease as the remedy and hegemony as freedom {cf. Shade 117). More precisely, what is
at issue is the impositien of a development model.

Time and again technelogical modernisation has served as a means to effect political
and economic reforms. Information technelogy also functioned this way in western caun-
tries—making reforms seem inevitable and thus selling the Reegan ond Thatcher reforms
in the US and UK {*There |s Mo Alternative’} te trade unions end labour constituencies.
ICT indeed is wired in many directions.

/LT promotion serves as o rationale for trade and investment fiberalisation in developing
countries. As Ya'u notes, ‘African countries that have undertaken the liberalisation of
their telecommunication sector have ended one form of monopoly—state monopoiies—and
found themseives saddled with a new monopaty—that of foreign investors' {19).

ICT support also undergirds changes in development institutions. ICT promotian fits
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the World Bank's new career ns Knowledge Bank. Joe Stiglits's theory of information
asymmetry as a cause of market imperfectian provides the wWorld Bonk with o ratienale
to improve the functiening of markets by remedying information gaps; which sidesteps
critiquing markets themselves {Thampson 2004).

ICT raises the questicn of appropriate technelogy. Questions thot are seldom asked are
‘which technology is appropriate, are low-tech more apprapriate than high~-tech options,
and for what are the technologies going to be used?’ {Fors and Moreno 2002: 199).

ICT is designed according to the requirements of the prosperous markets, ‘T}evetopirrg
countries are placed ot a growing disadvantage by the software-hardware arms race in
the global market for savvy computer useis. (...) The effect of this technological arms
race is to keep widening the digital divide between the prosperous democracies and the
test of the world.' (Wade 452) '

ICT privileges western content. While ICT places the emphasis on the channels af infor-
mation in the process it privileges western content. '‘What does it mean that peopie have
access to informatian or channeis that they do not own? (itizens are provided occess to
channels over which they have no control. Increasingly, alse, they are offered little or
no real choice over content.’ (Ya'u 24)

{nteflectuni property rights presuppese Western {egal rorms. Inteliectual property rights
and the harmonisation of patent law are a major frontier of contemporary globalisation
(Drahos and Braithwaite 2002; Drahos 2003). As Ngenda points out, *The international
intellectual property model is a product of Western legal norms’ {2005: é0). 1t carries the
imprint of individualism and proprietary individualism such as the drojt d'nuteur (66).
The incentive for reward principle has become enshrined in the World Intellectual Prop-
erty Organization {WIPQ} alang with the view that ‘patent protectien is an indispensable

incentive to creative and inventive work’ {67-8).

“Like too much of alt good things, too much IP protection
does not reward society. The intensification of inteliectual
property henefits the owners of the innovations, while
society at large suffers wetfare loss due to rent-seeking or
monopolistic behaviour of knowledge economy firms that
depend on patents, copyrights, and ather IP rights regimes
as their scurce of profit’

- Parayil 2005: 48
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ICT manufacturing does not necessarily add up to ICT diffusion. Latecomer nations fack
the financial resources to invest in new technologies, which also presuppose a business
infrastructure in soft social capital such as appropriate institutions (Wong 2002: 148).
While East and Southeast Asian countries have been strang in electronics manufactur-
ing they have been weak in setvices, especially financial services and knowledge hased
services of the kind that use ICT. This was a factor in the 1997 Asian crisis. Disparities
in ICT diffusion are significently higher among Asian countries than among non-Asian
cauntries; Japan and the four Asian NI€s rank above the noem in ICT diffusion while the six
Asian LOCs underperform, especially with regard to Internet use (Wong 185). Thus there
is a significant digital divide batween the five more advanced countries of the regian
and the other developing Asian countries. Wong concludes that high involvement in ICT
production has little or no spillover effect in I1€T diffusion.

Digital Capitalism: Cyber Utopia

The digital divide theme is unusual because it is quite ordinary for new technology to
spread unevenly, so why should digital technology be different? Now, however, cyber
apartheid and information apartheid looms and according to a flood of studies, all have
to get wired: schools, libraries, community centres, senior citizens in retirement homes,
and the homeless to meet their information needs {e.g. Stansbury 2003; Wicks 2003).

The boundary between ICT4D and ICT marketing is thin. ICT4D may be a terrain in its
own right but it is also part of general ICT boosterism in which ICT is the lotest major
wave of capital accumulation—think railroads, electricity and chemical industries in the
nineteenth century and automobiles and telecommunications in the twentieth century.
Each accumulation wave comes with its own ‘boosterism’; it is not sufficient for new
products ta be made; they must also he invested in, sold and used. They must he the
talk of the town.

In the series of capital accumulation waves the ICT wave is o special case inthat it is
a highiy capital intensive sector that has net delivered on its promise; it has absorbed
multibillion doller investments in infrastructure (such as the Fiberoptic Link around the
Globe and satellite systems} that are vastly underused. )CT has been in the forefrant of TNC
cperations; in the 19%0s typically up to athird of American TNC investments in developing
and emerging markets from Mexico ta Russia went to the telecom industry {Schiller 1999),
Itis a prime terrnin of transnational mergers and acquisitions and megu corparations
such as WorldCom, Vodofone, Viacom, MCl and Mannesmann. ICT s hoth o dream spece of
multinational capital (according te President Clinton the Internet should became a free
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trade zone), the spearhead of market-led development in o wortd-to-come of minimal
regulation, and typically faces greferences for national regulation of telecams.®

In Schumpeter’s analysis of capitalism new technologies and inventions are the motor
of capital accumulation. This also lopms large in the long wave approach to capital-
ism. But to boost entrepreneurial activity new technologies and inventions alse require
cultural changes.

Accumulation boosterism is an exercise in the economy of appearances, which is as
much about cenjuring up ecenomic opportunities as reflecting them, and in the process
cpens up frontiers (Tsing 2004). It is about the aura of innovation, the creation of mar-
kets, the effervescent buzz of entrepreneurial dynamism and expansien. The general
propensity to drama in capital accumulation is enhanced in [CT because ICT is and is
obout the communications business. Just as broadcesters typically broadcast the gospel
of broadcasting ICT communicates the wonders of communication and preaches the ICT
gospel. According to this accumulation seript ICT is essential to opening up new business
epportunities, unprecedented translacal and global horizens and vast empowerment
opportunities.

ICT4D is a strategic part of IT expansion: ICT4D is digital capitalism laoking South—to
growing middle closses, rising educationqi leveis, vast cheap labour pools, and yet difficult
regulatory environments. It is about market expansion and converting unused copacity
into business assets on the premise that new technoloegy is the gateway to hope. And it
is about the deepening of the market by pressing for liberalisation, opening up spaces
for competitian and investment, bypassing regulations or devising new regulations that
will shape the future.

One might view this as a marketing campaign for Internet service providers (Gurstein
2003) but probably more is ot stake. Brendan Luyt asks ‘Who benefits from the digital
divide?’ {2004} and identifies several beneficiaries of cyber utopianism: information
capital, efites and states in the giobal South, the deveiopment industry, and civil society
greups and NGOs. Information capitol stands to guin new markets and cheap labour, "If
the South increasingly assumes the role of information processor forthe North and acts
as a lucrative market for the new products of informational capitalism, this is not due to
chance’ (Luyt 3). Measures against software piracy are a significant part of its interest:
‘The Business Software Alliance, an orgenisation initially established by several of the
biggest names in the industry ... with the express purpose of fighting software copyright
infringement, has been especially active in the developing world...'(4).

S5 ‘'ltwassymbolicthat, in many of the world's capital cities, postal or communications ministries

were physically situcted near the seat of power’ {Schiller 1999: 48).
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For elites and states in the globul South where economic development is essential to
state legitimacy, ICT4D sesves as another development toel. For the development industry
ICT is a strategic tool areund which te fashion new public-private partnerships, matching
the growing corporatisation of development. Traditionally about 30 percent of World Bank
disbursements have gane to infrastructure projects in transport and communication,
which also aid transnational capital. Civil saciety groups and NGOs find in ICT a low cost
instrument to communicate with like-minded groups.

Thus, ICT4D is a prism in which key profites and problems of neoliberul globalisation
are refracted. Jt stands at the crossroads of todey’s major farces in private, public end
socinl spheres: telecems, internetional institutions, states and civil society groups and
cyber activists.

{f we take a step back it is clear that cyber utopia is an unlikely project. Digital capi-
talism has been in the forefront of the nealiberal globalisation of the past decedes, The
telecom industry and the dot.com ecoenomy have heen central to the economic expansion
of the 19805 and 19205 {Schilier 1999). For Susan Strange telecoms were o key instance
in the making of casine capitafism {1996). Although the telecem industries don’t rank
among the Fartune 100, they include mega conglomerates. Telecoms have heen a major
force in the worldwide neaiibercl turn and have also played o key part in the conserva-
tive turn.® As the saying goes, the medie do not defend corporate capitalism, they are
corporate capitalism. That the media are port of the problem is keenly understood in
the United States,

From the ecrly 1900s on the United States hos developed the world's most extensive
communication infrastructure. Because of its large geography and thin population radio,
telephone and later television pley a large role in American society and elso informa-
tion technology is more developed than anywhere else. So should ICT ke able to bridge
rich-poor gaps the United States would be the leading case. Digitol divide arguments
have led to providing local community Internet access in schools and libraries (Menou
2001). But this has been to little ar no effect, n'en déplaise techno determinism, pub-
lic-private purtnerships and silicon snake oil. Social inequality in the United Stotes has
grown significantly precisely since the 1980s and along with the ICT wove {(Nederveen
Pieterse 2004). Inthe United States ICT has either been indifferent to or has contributed
to incregsing sotial ineguanlity.

6 Medic tycoans such as Rupert Murdach and Conrad Black have habitually bocked conserve-
tive pohtics. Rupert Murdoch funds the Weekly Stardard, the house magazina of the American
necconservatives. Silvio Berlusconi in ltaly and Thaksin Shinawatra in Theiland emerged as

entrepreneurs through the telecom or informatien industry,
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American tefecems have typically practiced ‘two-tier marketing’ pluns, polarising
products and sales pitches to veach 'two different Americas'—rich and poor. ... ‘Nobody
puts as much effart into dual marketing as the telecommunicatians industry’, stated
Business Week.’ (Schiller 53) This has resulted in sharply polarised provision of services,
fram telephone ta Internet access, privileging power users: ‘Evidence maunted that the
corperate-sponsored build-out of high capacity networks was systematically evad-
ing poor neighbourheods in order to concentrate on well-off suburban residences and
business parks’ (Schiller 54). Internet access among blacks and minorities in the United
States varies by income, so inequality is social, not digital. As Mark Warschauer notes,
Yjust as the ubiguitous presence of other media, such as television and radie, has done
nothing to overceme informatian inequaolity in the United States, there is little reason
to believe that the mere presence of the Internet will have o better resplt’ (2903: 297;
cf. Davis 2001; Schiller and Mosco 2001).

ICT4D and Development Studies

From the point of view of development studies we can situate ICTAD gt varisus levels.
First, technoiogy represents knowledge and capability and as such it ferms part of a ca-
pabilities spproach to development, natably the human development approach. Second,
the new technalogies are embedded in capital and as such they evoke development from
above; most public-private partnerships oround iCT are typically too technical and capital
intensive in nature to be participatory. Third, technology is a means of control; witness
the surveillance capabilities of ICT {such as global positioning systems aligned with cefl
phone signals) and the corporate campaigns against software piracy and open source
software. Fourth, ICT revives the old debates on appropriate technalogy and dependent
development {Hyder 2005; Tandon 2005).

The digital projects sponsored by foreign eid and impiemented by NGOs display the
usual dilammas of alternative development; mest projects are not focally owned and not
sustainable and fold when the funding runs out {discussed below).

ICT is wired into contemporary accelerated giobalisation, which in development has
meant structural adjustment and rolling back the developmental statein favour of market
forces. Digital divide discourse is reminiscent of previous techno fixes that stressed the
need for mechanisation and tractors, infrastructure development or the construction
of large dams, prieritising copital needs over loeal needs. Software, the second digi-
tal divide, invelves inteliectual property rights, cognitive fremeworks, cultural stytes
and vernaculars {such as English) that raise questions of knowledge monopelies and
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cultural imperiaiism. *Humanware’, the third digital divide, forces us to return to the
basic questions of education and human development, the familiar terrain of capability
and inequality. ¥es, education is ¢ leveller if it is available and if it comes with other
reforms—land reform, social provisions, ete. A brief précis of general development im-
plications of ICT4D is in Table 1.

1. ICT4D and development policy: overview
iCT4D Dimensions
Technolagy

Development

Copabifity Human development

Embedded in capital Development from above

As means of control Dependent development

Digital divide Technologicel fetishism Development as techno fix

Aceumulation Nealiberal giobalisation Structural adjustment

Development gid NGO projects Alternative dependency
Software Intellectua! property rights

Human ware Education

Monopaly rents
Human development

ICT4D and Development Policy

Acontributorto ndiscussion on the implications of technological change noted: ‘Poverty
is a choice the world has made. Itis o political choice. The information revolution will be
another instrument to implement that cheice. Oniy a governance revolution would represent
areul change. And to link the information revolution with democratisation is naive inthe
extreme, parallef to the current feap of faith linking demoeratisation and open markets'
(quoted in Hedley 1999: B$). Govindan Parayil offers a¢ more benevolent view:

What is most urgent is to find ways to integrate informational economy with traditional
economy in a fair manner such that the asymmetric relationship between the two could be
overcome... While information and communications technologies, like any other general-
purpose technology cluster, have the potential to benefit all, it is the unfair political
economic context within which they are developed, deployed, and diffused that needs
to be reformed or better reconfigured for equitable development... (2005; 49)

It's just that charging “the unfair political economic context’ is a tail order. The wegry
succession of development decades shaws that it takes a lot mare than technology and
capitai inputs to achieve development. Development policy is a terrain of hegemany and
struggle and policy compromises among hegemonic forces and institutiens shape and
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obfuscate the terms and noture of this struggle (Nederveen Pieterse 2001). Hegemonic
compromises introduce development fads and shibboleths—such as good governance,
transparency, democracy, civil society, participation, empowerment—which when all is
said and done usually sustein business as usual. {CT4D in most of the senses in which it is
used is another development fod and part of the process of abfuscation. The problem is
not just that many info develapment projects are under funded and ili conceived or that
ICT4D is driven by corporate interests; the deeper issue is that ICT4D is a Trejan harse
that lecks developing countries into everlasting dependency.

The instrumental approach according to which information technology can be used and
appropriated towards diverse ends and serve either utopie or dystopia is contradicted
by more complex assessments of the noture of information technology such as actor-
network theory (Hand and Sandywell 2002).

First, from the point of view of development policy the emphasis on the Internet is
ingppropriate and reflects class bias and is inspired by commercil interests. Of course,
infoermation technology is meaningful for sccial mevements, as in the Zapatistas® use of
Internet and the Filipinos’ use of cell phones in their people power interventions (Castells
1996; Léon et al. 2005} and enables ‘organised networks’ of many kinds (Lovink 2005). Yet
the Internet is principally o middie class medium; as a medium, essentially an extension
of the typewriter, it presupposes literacy and the ability to absorb or create content and
digital literacy. This may be termed a Starbucks approach to 1CT4D.

From the point of view of development paiicy it would be appropriate to place maore
emphasis instead on television, radio and telephone. For instance inindonesia the Inter-
net is minuscule but radio and television are huge. Of eieven or so TV channels only one
is a public chennel, the others are commereial. Looking at the ordinary communicatien
technologies grounds and nermalises our discussion: if some of the digital debates are
over our heads because of novel technical and legal issues we are ail quite familiar with
the probiems of ordinary mass media—problems of ownership, unequal services and ac-
cess, commercial bias, and questions of content. Obviously this is not a development
shortcuet; rather it can serve development ends only after severa! hurdles have been
passed. Then media such us community radio allow more local input and have greater
outreach and development potential than the fancy digital media.

Anothes question is whe is the agent of information-for-development? Here the role
of development aid and NGOs may be overplayed. The digital KGO projects display the
usua! characteristics of alternative development: relionce an preject funding; uneven
NGO unaccountability (to denors more than to communities); autheritarian or non-par-
ticipotery management styles; non-~replicable projects because they rely on specific
capabilities and sacial capital, so most projects are not locally owned and not sustain-
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able; and insufficient cttention to the problems of *scaling up’ (Wade 2002; Sorj 2603),
While the projects run they produce elternative dependency and when the funding dries
up so 4o most projects.

Government supported information projects with government providing inputs of
content (making nccess to government forms and licenses available online) muy be
more viable then foreign oid projects but usunliy fall short of their premise (Wade 2602;
Weerasinghe 2004;Gupta 2005). India offers several good examples of developmental uses
of Internet such as nanprofits that bring agricultural extenszion and ather information
to farmers in rural India,” for instence e-Choupal.® The government of Indic supports
several. Government supported initiatives such as Drishtee use g kiosk based revenue
model to bring IT enabled services to the ‘rural masses'.? Other projects feeus on village
level g-education.'® However, as Sanjoy Gupta {2005) notes, 'E-governance is {imited
to e-government or e-services, Littie participation is granted to the beneficiaries in
decision-making ar the design of the initiatives. Few cater to the needs of the poorest
of the poar; Drishtee, for example, does not even consider the lowest 25% income-wise
as its clients.’

If we look to ICT4D as a new threshold in development policy rather than as another

T Seehtip;//www.indiggriline.com, hittp://www.rmohindrakisgnmitrg,com, hitp: //www.qgriwgtch.
com and http: //www.mssrf.org, A website that gives comprehensive information on {CT initia-
tives in Indin js_http://www bytesforgll,org. | owe these exampies to Senjay Gupta (2005); cf.
Arifa 2002; Chandra 2002; Singh 2002; Wade 2002; Ashraf 2004.

8 ‘e-~Choupalis oweb based initiative of ITC’s International Business Division, offers the Farmers
of india all the informaticen, predects and services they need to enhance farm productivity,
improve farm-gate price realisation end cut transactien costs, Farmers can access latest lo-
cal and global information on weather, scientific farming practices qs well as market prices
ot the villoge itself through this web portal - all in Hindi. Choupal olso facilitates supply of
high quality farm inputs us well as purchase of commodities at their doorstep.’ (hifp: //wwe.
gchoupal.com)

¥ ‘The services it enabfes include nccess ta government programs and benefits, market related
information, and private infermation exchanges and transcetions,'{http://www drishtee.
com}

10 This involves prajects such as ‘Every Villoge a Knowledge Centre’, http: //www.msgrf.org/spe-
cial . programmes/ivrp/ivipmgin.htm. ‘Breaking the traditional confines of a sehool, Hole-in-
The-Wall Education Limited takes the Learning Station to the piayground, employs a unique

collaborative learning approcch and encourages children ta expiore, learn and just enjoy!”

{http;//www.niitholeinthewall.com). CF. http://www.trai.gov.in
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round of business as usual, then development aid on the part of bilateral or multilateral
aid agencies or foundations, and also government provided services may ot be the first
place to look. Realistically, the first place to look is at 1T services thot are provided by

the private sector.

In many developing countries village phone networks such as n-Logue in india and
Grameenphone {(hitp://www.grameg¢nphone.com )" in several countries have a considerable
impact. Censider for instance the mobile phone coverage of Safaricom in Kenya (http://www.
safericom.co.ke). Many, often low-key private sectar enterprises and also entrepreneur
netwarks (http://www.tie.org) use IT. There is no reason to pverstate or exaggerate the
significance of these initiatives; their purpose and reach are limited. But these private
sector enterprises are not financially dependent upon external sources of funding and
operating at low profit margins they have o greater reach end are mere sustainable than
donor or public sector projects. india may have an edge among developing countries in
digita! fiteracy (high education levels, English languuge, development as a naticnal
priotity, decentralised state, local developmental states); yet Sanjay Gupta notes:

... only 10,000 of the over 630,000 viliages have seen some Internet-based ICT for de-
velopment initiatives, most of which have important ingredients missing: social forus,
community-driven, need-based and local initiative. ... Their business strategy has been
primarily focusing on certain type of transactions: related te land and ogriculture or
the provision of government services. They are mostly undertaken by the private sector
with the intention of making them financially sustainahle and profitable. Few have the
empowerment of the socially and economically underprivileged groups as an objective.
... Benefits for women in such initiatives are scarce, and little effort is made to encour-
age the use of services by women. Part of the problem is that most kiosks are operated
by men, which discourages women from using them, given the social milieu in most parts
of India. Also, cantent and services are mare geared towards the needs of men rather
than those of women. Most initintives suffer from prohlems such as power cuts or lock
of adequate pawer, and low-quality connectivity (Gupta 2005).

But it is important to look beyond the attempts to bridge the digital divide by repli-

11 'With the assistance of n-Logue and the financial support from the State Bank of India, the
L5Ps recruit local entrepreneurs to set up ond run village-based infurmation kiosks. These kiosk
owners are typically Iocuily-hused men or women who have at leasta 12th Stendard educatian,
and demonstrate the ability and motivatien to run their own business. Marketed under the brand
name ‘Chirnag', which means enlightenment, these kiosks offer o variety of services aimed at

providing henefit to rural areas while contributing the kiosk's sustainnbility.’ {http:/fwww.
n-logue,com)
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cating and extending existing hardware and software technologies. Digital capitalism
presents more pressing issues. Rebert Wade notes that 'LDC gevernments sheuld not take
technological and international regimes as given... They nead mare representation in
standard setting bodies and mare support in the ICT domain for the principle that "simple
is beautiful™' (2002: 444). What matters is to shift the discussion away from the assorted
applications of information technalegy to the technologies themselves.

The core probiem that ICT4D poses is disembedding technology from capital. This is
the real challenge of information-for-development and it brings us back to old questions
of technology transfer and to full technology transfer rather than pseudo or adaptive
transfer {Tandan 2005). During the Cold War years Seuth Korea and Taiwan could disag-
gregate products and obtain their embedded technologies through reverse engineering
and by redesigning them bypass preperty rights and acquire intellectual property. The
current regime of intellectual property rights (TRIPS in the WTO} and the talks on the
harmonisation of patent lnws seek to forestall and limit these options. China now fol-
lows o different evenue and uses its market power and bargaining clout to disaggregate
foreign direct investment packages to obtain not just end-user capability but design
technologies. But this route is not open to the smaller developing countries.

Digitai capitalism peses the problem of technology dependency anew, in both hardware
and software. Efforts to develop appropriate IT hardware include developing g simple
{ow-cost computer {simputer). Entrepreneurs in China, India {(Arifa 2002) and Brazil are
developing low cost designs that may provide 'Southern high-tech altesnatives’. Whether
they compete in these efforts or will at some point converge is ot this stage not the most
impertant question.

The second major frontier is software and the free and open seftwore systems (FOSS)
movement, This is of special importance becouse intellectual property rights are 4 major
and will likefy became the central site of North-South negotiation and contestation.
With the advanced economies increasingly losing their edge in manufacturing to the
emerging economies and seeing their lexd in services and research and development
shrinking as well due to cutsourcing and teleworking, inteiiectual property rights are
their main remaining advantage {leaving aside the ongning international trode talks on
agricuiture and textiies).

In software development many corparatians large and sma!l have a stake in outflanking
Microsoft monopolies and instead developing and fine-tuning the Linux operating system
and other open source systems beccuse these allow reprogramming of core features and
may thus offer greater flexibility, stohility end security. Developing country govern-
ments such as Brazil and other emerging information economies inereasingly use Linux
in government administration alse with a view to savings {(Sugar 2005). Cyber activists

26

digital capitalism and development

and other ‘arganised networks’ {Lovink 2005) are also active in this domain.

It would be a fantasy to think of a ‘digital Bandung’ or an 'IT Cancin' (similar to the
walkout from the WTO talks in Cancdn in Mavember 2003 initiated by China, India, Brazil
and South Africa and the Group of 21 developing countries), This assumes more palicy
cohesion than is now available. But there is room te strengthen this general npproach
and the convergence of interests of various stakehsiders with a view, ultimately, to

fashioning an alternative digital political economy.
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